The Underrepresentation of Women Pursuing the High School Principalship: a Collective Case Study of Perceived Barriers and Perspectives by Cellini, Deena Wasson
 
 
 
 
 
The Underrepresentation of Women Pursuing the High School Principalship: A 
Collective Case Study of Perceived Barriers and Perspectives 
 
 
A Thesis 
Submitted to the Faculty 
of 
Drexel University 
by 
Deena Wasson Cellini 
In partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree 
of 
Doctor of Education 
November 2015 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Copyright  
Deena Wasson Cellini. All rights reserved.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
i 
 
 
Dedication  
This dissertation is dedicated to the many women who have paved the way for others 
seeking leadership roles and to those who have found other ways to share their leadership 
vision when they were forced to deviate from their original intention. 
 
ii 
 
 
Acknowledgments 
Thanks to my committee chairperson, Dr. Kathleen Provinzano, and committee 
members, Dr. Ken Mawritz and Dr. Raymond McFall, for the time, support, feedback, 
critical questioning, and confidence they have given me throughout this process.  
Gratitude and appreciation for all of the superintendents who granted access and 
the 17 women who graciously shared their professional and personal world and with me. 
Without their openness and honesty, this dissertation simply would not exist.  
 Thanks to my husband Mark, whose patience and support have been invaluable 
throughout this process. He believed in me when I stopped believing in myself and 
pushed me to do and be more than I thought possible. When I asked if he’d be 
disappointed in me if I gave up, he would answer, “No. But wouldn’t you?” showing not 
just his complete acceptance of me exactly as I am but his understanding of me and what 
I will and will not accept for myself.  
Much of the support needed throughout this venture came from my “work family” 
who were my regular cheerleaders, particularly those in the guidance and main offices. 
Regardless of gender, without the mentoring and example set by my building principal 
for the last 13 years, I’m not sure I would know what kind of leader I would want to be. 
His humanistic approach and belief in relationships has been a fine example for any 
leader.  
Finally, a thank you to my parents, Peter D. Cellini, Sr., and Antoinette J. Cellini 
for their support throughout my life and particularly of my academic life. I never tried 
anything when I received anything less than complete and total support and 
encouragement from both of them. They regularly made education an important 
iii 
 
 
conversation in our home. From an early age, I knew, not just the importance of, but also, 
the power of education, and for that I thank them.
iv 
 
 
 
Table of Contents 
 
LIST OF TABLES............................................................................................................ vii 
LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................... viii 
ABSTRACT....................................................................................................................... ix 
1. INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH ................................................................ 1 
1.1 Introduction to the Problem ....................................................................................... 1 
1.2 Statement of the Problem to Be Researched.............................................................. 3 
1.3 Purpose and Significance of the Problem .................................................................. 3 
1.4 Research Questions.................................................................................................... 5 
1.5 Conceptual Framework.............................................................................................. 6 
1.6 Assumptions and Limitations .................................................................................. 11 
1.7 Delimitations............................................................................................................ 13 
1.8 Summary.................................................................................................................. 13 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................ 15 
2.1 Introduction.............................................................................................................. 15 
2.2 Literature Review .................................................................................................... 17 
2.3 Barriers and Steppingstones..................................................................................... 28 
2.4 Balancing Act Between Home and Work................................................................ 34 
2.5 Summary.................................................................................................................. 38 
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ............................................................................ 41 
3.1 Introduction.............................................................................................................. 41 
3.2 Research Design and Rationale ............................................................................... 42 
3.3 Site and Population .................................................................................................. 44 
3.4 Research Methods.................................................................................................... 49 
v 
 
 
3.5 Ethical Considerations ............................................................................................. 55 
4. FINDINGS, RESULTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS............................................ 57 
4.1 Introduction.............................................................................................................. 57 
4.2 Findings ................................................................................................................... 58 
4.3 Results and Interpretations..................................................................................... 110 
4.4 Summary................................................................................................................ 116 
5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................ 118 
5.1 Introduction............................................................................................................ 118 
5.2 Conclusions............................................................................................................ 120 
5.3 Overarching Question ............................................................................................ 121 
5.4 Research Question 1 .............................................................................................. 121 
5.5 Research Question 2 .............................................................................................. 126 
5.6 Research Question 3 .............................................................................................. 129 
5.7 Research Question 4 .............................................................................................. 131 
5.8 Recommendations.................................................................................................. 134 
5.9 Recommendations for Future Research................................................................. 141 
5.10 Summary................................................................................................................ 142 
LIST OF REFERENCES................................................................................................ 144 
APPENDIX A: CORRESPONDENCE—REQUEST FOR ACCESS TO DISTRICT 
ADMINISTRATORS (SUPERINTENDENTS) ............................................................ 154 
APPENDIX B: CORRESPONDENCE—REQUEST TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 
(FEMALE ADMINISTRATORS) ................................................................................. 155 
APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR CURRENT HIGH SCHOOL 
PRINCIPALS.................................................................................................................. 156 
APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR CURRENT FEMALE HIGH SCHOOL 
ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS ........................................................................................... 157 
vi 
 
 
APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR FORMER HIGH SCHOOL 
ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS ........................................................................................... 158
vii 
 
 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
1. Visual Description of Research Questions, Methods, Data Sources, and Analysis ... 53 
2. Timeline for Implementation ...................................................................................... 54 
viii 
 
 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
1. Barriers and Supports for Women Pursuing the High School Principalship .............. 10 
2. Visualization of Perceived Institutional Barriers........................................................ 81 
3. Visualization of Perceived Personal Barriers ............................................................. 92 
4. Visualization of Perceived Personal and Professional Barriers Discouraging Pursuit of 
High School Principalship ........................................................................................ 103 
5. Visualization of Sources of Encouragement to Pursue High School Principalship . 109 
 
ix 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The Underrepresentation of Women Pursuing the High School Principalship:  
A Collective Case Study of Perceived Barriers and Perspectives 
 
Deena Wasson Cellini 
 
Kathleen Provinzano, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 
Women are critically underrepresented in the upper tiers of administration in U.S. 
public education systems—specifically in the position of high school principal. This 
collective case study, conducted with qualitative research methods, investigated the 
perceived institutional and personal barriers to the career trajectories of women pursuing 
the high school principalship. Some of these perceived barriers included the 
commitments of home and family and the impact of extended hours outside of the school 
day; exclusion from certain networks, some of which serve as critical steppingstone 
positions to the high school principalship; and societal stereotypes about women’s ability 
to lead a comprehensive high school.  
In-depth interviews were conducted with three groups of female administrators: 
(1) two female high school principals; (2) eight female high school assistant principals, 
considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship; and (3) seven females 
who had served as high school assistant principals and left the path of the high school 
principalship for another administrative position. Participants were recruited via 
purposeful, non-probability sampling.  
x 
 
 
The responses from the semi-structured interviews were transcribed and coded 
while looking for common themes to emerge. This research helped clarify whether the 
women who left the path to the high school principalship chose not to pursue the position 
or were encouraged into other administrative positions. Those women currently serving 
as high school principals gave light to the challenges they encountered as well as the 
systems that served to support their pursuit of and tenure as principals. The themes 
presented shed a brighter light on how obstacles created disinterest among many of the 
women who participated in this study. These specific obstacles included exclusion from 
the “old boys’ club” as well as the great number of evening and weekend events that 
impeded them from involvement in their own family’s activities. More specifically, the 
oversight of high school athletics was seen as a major deterrent to women pursuing the 
position of high school principal.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
 
Introduction to the Problem 
 
Women play an integral role in the K12 world of U.S. education, comprising 84% 
of the teaching workforce (Feistritzer, 2011). Every day, women educators make 
decisions about instruction, curriculum, discipline, and budgets, yet they do not seem to 
be able to transport that working knowledge into the role of high school principal. Why 
we still see so few female high school principals is the question that was explored in this 
dissertation study. Clearly, women are in the field; they are in the classrooms, the 
guidance office, the curriculum office, the elementary principal’s office, even the 
secondary assistant principal’s office, yet few make the ascension to the role of high 
school principal (Kim & Brunner, 2009).  
In today’s public schools, less than 25% of teachers are male. At the high school 
level, the numbers tell a slightly different tale. More male teachers are employed at this 
level than any other level of K12 education. Still, this shift in educator demographics at 
the high school level does little to impact the disproportionate representation of females 
in the classroom (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011; Goldring, Gray, & Bitterman, 2013). 
Currently, 21% of college students enrolled as education majors are male, with education 
being the third-lowest ranking major for men and the third highest for women among the 
top ten majors (Tulshyan, 2010). This trend is not new. Since 1986, the percentage of 
female teachers has increased steadily from 69% in 1986 to 84% in 2011 (Feistritzer, 
2011). 
 The field of education in the United States has been dominated by women and yet, 
quite the opposite is true in relation to the leadership within U.S. schools and school 
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systems, where in 2010 only 24.1% of superintendents were female (Kowalski, McCord, 
Petersen, Young, & Ellerson, 2010). The high school principal’s position is another 
leadership position in education where women are underrepresented. Goldring et al. 
(2013) indicated that 51.6% of all principals in the United States are women, but only 
30.1% of high school principals are women. Meanwhile, they reported, 63.8% of 
elementary principals are female, and 42.3% of middle school principals are female.  
The reasons women do not take the reins in high schools around the country are 
many. Influence of home and family; institutionalized sexism, including perceptions of 
female leadership; and the absence of steppingstone positions perceived to be critical for 
the career path of one seeking the principalship are among the most cited reasons and 
therefore warrant a closer examination (Eckman & Kelber, 2010; Elsesser & Lever, 2011; 
Kim & Brunner, 2009; McGee, 2010; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012; 
Rudman & Phelan, 2010; Skrla, Reyes, & Scheurich, 2000; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). 
This study sought to more fully understand why there is an underrepresentation of female 
high school principals—from the perspectives of current female high school principals as 
well as from females currently serving as high school assistant principals, considered to 
be a feeder position to the high school principalship, and other females who have served 
as high school assistant principals and left the path of the high school principalship for 
another administrative position. 
Looking at these three distinct groups offered deeper insights into the journeys of 
and barriers to female leadership at the high school level. 
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Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
 
 Women, although disproportionally represented in U.S. classrooms, are 
significantly underrepresented in much of education’s leadership; most conspicuous is the 
lack of females in the position of high school principal. Looking at women’s experiences 
in and out of the position allowed the researcher to better understand the reasons for 
underrepresentation of women in the position as compared to the overrepresentation of 
men.  
Research on women in leadership, and specifically educational leadership, has 
been extensive (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Jamieson, 1995; Palestini, 2013; Smulyan, 
2000). Where there seems to be a dearth of information is in scholarship related to 
women who are serving in the role of high school principal. An updated statistic on 
women in the high school principalship has proven very difficult to collect because both 
at the state and national levels the breakdown is typically elementary and secondary; 
rarely is high school principal isolated from middle (grades 6-8) or junior (grades 7-9) 
high school principal. Due to lack of clarity on the subject, limited data exist that detail 
the journeys of the women currently on track for the position, those who leave the path, 
and the few women who do successfully attain the position.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
 
Purpose Statement 
 
The purpose of this research was to explore the career trajectories of female 
leaders and better understand reasons women do and do not become high school 
principals. Exploring the experiences of obstacles and supports of two current female 
high school principals; eight females currently serving as high school assistant principals, 
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considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship; and seven other 
females who have served as high school assistant principal and left the path of the high 
school principalship for another administrative position helped to better understand the 
phenomenon. 
Significance of the Problem 
 
The current lack of female leaders at the high school level may be negatively 
impacting the overall work environment in these schools, particularly when comparing 
traditional leadership styles among men and women. Women are disproportionally 
represented in classrooms and underrepresented in administration in general, but 
particularly in the high school principal’s office (Feistritzer, 2011). Coach, disciplinarian, 
facilities manager, athletic director, these are all responsibilities that are viewed as 
important steppingstones to the high school principalship, though these are positions 
rarely held by women throughout their career in education (Kim & Brunner, 2009). 
 This problem potentially impacts every female teacher or counselor entering the 
education profession in the United States. Research has indicated that when we look at 
styles of leadership, the styles commonly held by women (communal) are seen to better 
address issues in a collaborative manner through displays of kindness, helpfulness, 
affection, and communication (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Isaac, Kaatz, & 
Carnes, 2012; Scott & Brown, 2006). This approach contrasts with a traditional male 
leadership style (agentic) that is typified by risk-taking, assertive behavior, 
competitiveness, and domineering behaviors (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Isaac 
et al., 2012; Scott & Brown, 2006). Research has appeared to indicate that the agentic 
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style of leading is more necessary or more readily accepted at the high school level, while 
the more collaborative style is better received at the elementary and middle levels.  
 The 17 women who shared their stories of their journeys to the high school 
principalship, their current experiences on the path, and their decisions to leave the path 
for other administrative positions assisted in the understanding of the difficulties and 
opportunities they may have encountered along the way.  
Research Questions 
 
 Some leadership roles in education have traditionally been more enticing to 
women: elementary principal, assistant principal, and curriculum director, as well as 
other central office roles (Kim & Brunner, 2009). Women who apply to these positions 
tend not to encounter the same biases as those who apply to high school principal 
positions (Kim & Brunner, 2009). Indeed, as grade level increases, the frequency of 
women holding leadership positions (other than those of support) decreases (Kim & 
Brunner 2009; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). For the purposes of this study, particular 
attention was paid to the institutionalized sexism perceived to exist within school systems, 
creating both barriers and steppingstones to leadership positions, and the balancing act 
most women have to manage between work and home. Each of these phenomena was 
part of this qualitative research study, the goal of which was to investigate and address 
this overarching question: How do female administrators describe their career 
trajectory? This question was supplemented by four sub-questions: 
1. What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female 
administrators who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
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2. What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators 
who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
3. How have perceived personal and professional barriers discouraged female 
administrators from pursuing the high school principalship? 
4. What experiences encourage the pursuit of the high school principalship by 
female administrators?  
Conceptual Framework 
 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base 
 
With women as the majority of teachers, 84% in the field of K12 education 
(Feistritzer, 2011), it seems that there should be a greater place for women in the 
leadership of K12 education as well. The report in National Center of Education Statistics 
(Goldring et al., 2013) indicated that 51.6% of all principals in the United States are 
women, but only 30.1% of high school principals are women. In contrast, 63.8% of 
elementary principals and 42.3% of middle school principals are female. Are women 
hitting a chalkboard ceiling, or are they not even looking up to see what is above them? 
 As a high school assistant principal of 13 years with an emphasis on curriculum 
and instruction, this issue was a personal one to the researcher. Looking at neighboring 
districts, many high school principals (predominantly male) had been assistant principals 
in their discipline offices. An educator may ask why so many in the principal position 
came from the discipline office and wonder about the attributes that these individuals 
bring to the role. More than instructional leader, is the position viewed by the school 
board as one of discipline and management? Although this researcher has served as 
assistant principal in charge of scheduling and curriculum for 13 years and has mentored 
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three new assistant principals who arrived in the building during her tenure, in discussing 
a succession plan, one male board member still responded to the current principal, “But a 
woman?” Even the female dean, who works in the building where the researcher serves 
as assistant principal, might harbor some biases. She called the office for a principal to 
help handle a difficult student who refused to leave either her office or the building. 
When the researcher arrived, the dean’s comment was, “No, I need [the male building 
principal] or another man.” This encounter occurred months ago, but this researcher has 
continued to ponder the comment. While this dean has since become an assistant 
principal, it is difficult to know how she can see herself as a female building principal if 
she did not see the potential of another woman to handle a difficult situation.  
So why is the perception that women struggle with the position? The discrepancy 
in hiring has not been about one gender being better able to handle the job. Rather, “the 
difference may be due in part to men seeing leadership as leading and women seeing 
leadership as facilitating” (Growe & Montgomery, 1999). The right team can do anything. 
Finding people who compliment you and your skill set is itself a skill set. The building 
principal’s background does not have to include discipline, although the idea of a well-
rounded principal is important. Ultimately, the principal’s understanding and experience 
in educational leadership, regardless of the specific office from which he or she came (i.e., 
discipline or curriculum) should be the most important factor in a hiring or promotion 
decision. The greatest concern of the researcher was equal access; if more principals 
came from discipline, and more men worked in discipline, an innate inequality was built 
into the system. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to be sure that if unrecognized 
obstacles sat in the way of women who desired to move into a position, a light would be 
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cast upon their path so they could better avoid the obstacles and find the right 
steppingstones. 
Conceptual Framework 
 
The literature that supports the general premise of this research is extensive. 
Extant research connects the positive attributes of female leadership to the success that 
women have seen in certain leadership positions. Women tend to be identified as 
transformational leaders more often than men (Young, 2011), who are typically 
identified as transactional (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Hackman, Furniss, Hills, 
& Paterson, 1992). Transformational leaders tend to be more inclined to work toward 
consensus through team building, improved communication, and meaningful 
relationships (Hackman et al., 1992; Pounder & Coleman, 2002; Trinidad & Normore, 
2005). Transactional leaders have been identified as those leaders who lead from their 
own point of view, clearly delineate the roles and responsibilities of their subordinates, 
and then duly reward or punish the performance of those tasks (Eagly & Johannesen-
Schmidt, 2001; Rosener, 1990). These same studies that highlight women’s ability to lead 
by an effective, transformational model are filled with juxtapositions to that theory. Some 
of this incongruence comes from the perceptions of women throughout society. Women 
who embrace humility are viewed by superiors and subordinates as incompetent 
(Appelbaum, Audet, & Miller, 2003; Trinidad & Normore, 2005). Women who lead in a 
masculine manner are devalued more than men who lead in the same way (Eagly, 
Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Kolb, 1999; Kowalski & Stouder, 1999; Lyness & 
Thompson, 1997; Pounder & Coleman, 2002).  
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This research illustrates the first stream, institutionalized sexism, as a pillar of the 
argument against women as high school principals. Questions about a female’s ability to 
manage the budget and facilities issues still linger (Elsesser & Lever, 2011; Skrla et al., 
2000), as does a woman’s likelihood to downplay her good works (Berg, Stephan, & 
Dodson, 1981; Budworth & Mann, 2010).  
The sexism that exists at an institutional level interacts with the second stream, 
barriers and steppingstones. The steppingstones to the high school principalship 
oftentimes include prior experience with coaching and discipline. These preferred 
experiences, predominantly male, set the table for women to be excluded from moving 
forward in the interview process (Glass, 2000; Kim & Brunner, 2009).   
The third and final stream is the balancing act that most women must maintain 
between home and work. This challenge continues to be something that many women 
cannot overcome, and oftentimes when they succeed professionally, it is at the detriment 
of their home life (Isaac et al., 2012; Mason & Goulden, 2004). Failing to meet their 
socially assigned gender roles places a heavy burden on the hearts and minds of many 
women who aspire to careers (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Oftentimes this 
burden is internal and self-imposed but nonetheless detrimental to the forward movement 
of women’s career goals (Eckman & Kelber, 2010).  
These three concepts, institutional sexism, career steppingstones, and balancing 
of home and work, served as a framework for understanding the career trajectories of 
those who have attained, are in position to attain, or previously held a feeder position to 
the high school principalship. Figure 1 illustrates this conceptual framework. 
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Figure 1. Barriers and supports for women pursuing the high school principalship. 
 
 
 
Definition of Terms 
 
The following definitions will guide the reader through terminology used 
throughout this dissertation. 
Double-Bind Theory: Scenario where female leaders who act feminine are seen as less 
competent and those who act more masculine are seen negatively for not acting feminine 
(Hackman et al., 1992; Maume, 2011; Vanderbroeck, 2010; Young, 2011). 
Female or Male: Of or pertaining to biological gender. 
Feminine or Masculine: Socially designated rules and roles assigned to each gender. 
Secondary Principal: A generic term describing a principal of a building covering grades 
inclusive of 7-12 (inclusive of middle schools, junior high schools, high schools, and 
senior high schools). 
Lack of women in high school 
principalship 
Balancing 
act between 
home and 
work  
Institutional 
sexism 
Barriers and 
steppingstones 
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High School Principal: A term specifically describing a principal of a building covering 
grades inclusive of 10-12. This term is inclusive of senior high schools (grades 10-12) 
and high schools (grades 9-12) only. For the purpose of this study, high schools are 
defined as grades 9-12; in the literature review, high school may refer to buildings 
housing only grades 10-12. 
Steppingstones: Specific jobs or roles that are beneficial to moving to another position 
(Kim & Brunner, 2009). 
Transactional: Leadership or cultural style characterized by one who is inclined toward 
goal setting for the group; more autocratic; decision making by one, not many (Hackman 
et al., 1992; Pounder & Coleman, 2002). 
Transformational: Leadership or cultural style characterized by one who is inclined to 
work toward consensus through team building, improved communication, and 
meaningful relationships (Hackman et al., 1992; Pounder & Coleman, 2002; Trinidad & 
Normore, 2005). 
Woman: Used interchangeably with female, although sometimes carrying the social 
implications of “feminine.” 
Assumptions and Limitations 
 
Assumptions 
 
 In any research project, there are certain assumptions, which must be understood. 
In this study, the assumptions were: 
1. Men are more likely than women to be disciplinarians in a school.  
2. Women and men are both capable of maintaining the qualities of good 
leadership. 
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There are also assumptions that can be made about the data and the sources of data. In 
this study, the assumptions about the data were: 
1. All respondents are volunteers. As such, they may exit the study at any 
time without consequence from the researcher, the researcher’s university, 
or the volunteer’s employer. 
2. The participants will respond to the interview and survey questions 
truthfully with a promise of confidentiality. 
3. Interviews will take place in a location chosen by the participant. 
4. Interviews will be scheduled at a mutually agreeable time and day for the 
researcher and the participant. 
Limitations 
 
 In any research project, there are certain limitations beyond the control of the 
researcher, which potentially impact methods and findings. For this study, these 
limitations were: 
1. Limited time for research for dissertation and programmatic purposes. 
2. Concern by participants still active in a school system being reluctant to self-
report concerns about barriers to their own future career trajectory within the 
district. 
3. Personal perception of one’s own qualities and characteristics may be 
different from those of their subordinates or superiors. 
4. Lack of control over whether or not districts and individuals choose to 
participate. 
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5. Limited number of female high school principal participants due to the small 
number existing in studied location. 
6. Personal connection to topic. 
The limitations identified were not of great impact on the study. Given the small 
percentage of female high school principals, it was reasonable to believe that researchers 
outside of this area would have similar experiences regarding the career trajectory for 
women in their geographic area as well. The expectation of this study was for it to serve 
as a snapshot of the current situation and the issues that need to be addressed. Keeping 
the scope and volume of research to a small, manageable size helped the researcher 
explore this phenomenon within the allotted time frame. 
Delimitations 
 
 In research, decisions must be made by the researcher that define the boundaries 
of a study. In this project, these delimitations were: 
1. Research limited to one suburban county in Pennsylvania. 
2. Researcher used only self-reporting data.  
3. No one person in a position to participate in the hiring of high school 
principals were interviewed. 
Summary 
 
Scholarly research on women in the position of high school principal is nearly 
non-existent. Most statistics only address women in the role of secondary principal, 
which is inclusive of junior high or middle schools. This inclusion skews the data 
regarding women in high school leadership positions. Women who are available for high 
school principalships are often overlooked because of a lack of what is perceived to be 
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critical experience (coaching, discipline, facilities, athletic director). One could argue that 
the experience that women often have in curriculum and instruction and professional 
development are just as important to the leadership necessary for the “jewel in the crown” 
of every district (Glass, 2000; Kim & Brunner, 2009). With women dominating the 
position of teacher, it seems essential to determine why, when it comes to leadership, 
they are put on certain paths, most of which dead-end in support roles at the building 
level or in the central office (Hickey-Gramke, 2007; Feistritzer, 2011; Kim & Brunner 
2009).  
 If societal issues of family and gender stereotyping, problematic perceptions of 
female leadership, and barriers to the “right” positions were put aside, the United States 
may have an education system that would be able to truly harness the gifts and abilities of 
all of its parts. Historically, evidence of sex discrimination has prevented women from 
becoming school administrators (Shakeshaft, 1985, as cited in Klein, 2007), particularly 
when the recruitment process is managed locally and not with a third-party headhunter 
(Klein, 2007). With greater understanding of the data that support these trends, the more 
impactful and long lasting this study’s findings will be. Placing the best people in 
positions of leadership, no matter their gender, is one small step toward improving public 
education.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Introduction 
 
 “We still think of a powerful man as a born leader and a powerful woman as an 
anomaly” (Atwood, n.d.). In one sentence, Margaret Atwood encapsulates that which 
reflects the trend surrounding female leadership in education in the United States. 
Women are overrepresented, proportional to the population in the teaching workforce, yet 
underrepresented in key leadership positions.  
Women dominate the field of education and still the steppingstone positions to 
leadership are not typically held by women. Women comprise 84% of the teaching 
workforce in the field of K12 education (Feistritzer, 2011). In 2013, the National Center 
for Education Statistics reported that 51.6% of all school principals were female. In the 
high school setting, that figure was 30.1% (Goldring et al., 2013). Barriers to female 
leadership exist in many fields and workplaces (Growe & Montgomery, 1999), but 
nowhere do they seem as evident as in the field of education, where the workforce is so 
disproportionally female. The barriers to women becoming leaders in education are 
institutionalized, internalized, and societal. Included among these barriers are constant 
questions about competence, role congruence, intimidation tactics, underlying sex-role 
stereotypes, access to career steppingstones, and women’s own concerns about balancing 
their professional and personal lives (Eckman & Kelber, 2010; Elsesser & Lever, 2011; 
Kim & Brunner, 2009; McGee, 2010; Rudman et al., 2012; Rudman & Phelan, 2010; 
Skrla et al., 2000; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). 
Female high school principals are plagued by these barriers more than are women 
in elementary principal, curriculum director, assistant principal, or other central office 
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positions (Kim & Brunner, 2009). To better understand why, in a field where women 
dominate the rank and file, there are so few female leaders, especially as the grade level 
increases (Kim & Brunner, 2009; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005) this study paid particular 
attention to the perceived institutionalized sexism which exists within school systems; 
barriers and steppingstones to leadership positions; and the balancing act most women 
have to manage between work and home. Through this literature review, each of these 
phenomena and obstacles will be discussed to better address this overarching question: 
How do female administrators describe their career trajectory? It will also address these 
specific research questions: 
1. What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female 
administrators who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
2. What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators 
who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
3. How have perceived personal and professional barriers discouraged female 
administrators from pursuing the high school principalship? 
4. What experiences encourage the pursuit of the high school principalship by 
female administrators?  
The following sections introduce the three streams (institutional sexism, barriers and 
steppingstones, and the balancing act between home and work) that provided the core of 
this study’s conceptual framework. The chapter concludes with a summary that highlights 
the key issues. 
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Literature Review 
 
Institutional Sexism  
 
 Women in education encounter many obstacles to leadership. Issues of 
competence constitute many of these obstacles, including leadership style, role 
congruence, and underlying sex-role stereotypes. Gaining insight to what ultimately 
becomes the basis for institutionalized sexism allowed the researcher to better understand 
why so few women occupy the high school principal’s office. 
Perceptions of Female Leaders 
 
Research on gender and educational leadership points to stylistic differences in 
approaches of men and women. There is great debate around whether the leadership style 
usually associated with women is one that can lead the masses. The varying styles of 
leadership, such as transformational or transactional, can be linked to socialization issues. 
Women find themselves struggling with humility (a socialized phenomenon), which leads 
others to view her as incompetent, when the opposite is true (Applebaum et al., 2003). 
Judith Kolb is a critical voice in the topic of gender roles and leadership. Her 
1999 work, which focused on how gender roles impact self-confidence and attitudes 
about leadership, indicated that while no significant differences exist between male and 
female leadership, the real difference is in the perceptions of these behaviors. Men and 
women sometimes fail to respond to the needs of others, but women are judged more 
harshly for it. Attitudes about leadership serve as a greater predictor of leadership 
emergence than do gender roles. Kolb presented seven hypotheses, mostly regarding 
masculinity, androgyny, and femininity. Using the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), Kent 
and Moss’s three-item Likert-type leader emergence scale, forced choice, Kolb’s 5-point 
18 
 
 
measure of leadership attitude, and Kolb’s 4-point measure of leadership experience, 123 
undergraduates’ attitudes about gender roles and leadership were studied. The findings 
showed, as has other research before and since, that there are no biological connections to 
leadership qualities (Kolb, 1999).  
In addition to Kolb, many other researchers have theorized about gender roles and 
leadership. Alice Eagly and associates (1992) determined that when women took on a 
more masculine leadership style, women were more devalued than their male 
counterparts exhibiting the same leadership style. This theme is illustrated in others’ 
work as well (Kowalski & Stouder, 1999; Lyness & Thompson, 1997; Pounder & 
Coleman, 2002). 
However, Sarah Burke and Karen Collins’ (2001) work took a different look at 
Kolb’s findings. Their study of female accountants indicated that more female than male 
accountants use transformational leadership, which emphasizes the importance of 
communication, coaching, and developing other employees’ skills—traits that are 
typically assigned to women. Burke and Collins refer to gender, while Kolb refers in part 
to biology. Michelle Violanti and Linda Jurczak (2011) articulate the problems of 
previous research, which comingled the terms “gender” and “sex.” 
Judy Rosener (1990) argued that there is a difference in the way men and women 
lead, asserting that women use “interactive leadership,” which encourages open 
communication, teamwork, and group interaction, while men are more inclined towards 
goal setting. The women in Rosener’s study indicated that sharing information and power 
was important for the health of the organization. Rosener also indicated that many leaders 
“see information as power and power as a limited commodity to be coveted” (p. 122). 
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The females whom Rosener interviewed suggested that even with a strong group process 
and dynamic in place, there were still times when a decision had to be made without 
complete consensus having taken place.  
Bernard M. Bass was a proponent of research that indicated no link between 
gender and leadership style (Burke & Collins, 2001). On the heels of Rosener’s 1990 
work, Bass and others began to question previous research, even their own (Burke & 
Collins, 2001). When examining the stereotypically male and female traits, it seems clear 
that transformational leadership falls under the domain of female characteristics where 
transactional tends to be more male (Burke & Collins, 2001). The growing body of 
research in this area continues to find evidence to support the idea that gender differences 
in leadership styles exist (Burke & Collins, 2001). The reason to analyze these different 
styles of leadership is not to indicate that one is better than the other, but to better 
understand where a leader comes from in his or her thinking and to possibly think 
differently about how individuals with diverse leadership styles might fill roles 
traditionally held by those who practice certain leadership styles.  
The work completed in 1992 aimed to determine if a relationship exists between 
gender-role qualities and leadership behaviors. Their findings indicated a relationship 
between both genders and transformational leadership, although there was evidence of a 
slightly stronger relationship between feminine traits and this leadership style. Ultimately, 
their findings were that both men and women should implement the strategies of 
transformational leadership, as it plays to the strengths of each gender (Hackman et al., 
1992). 
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Alice Eagly and Blair Johnson (1990) found that not enough evidence existed to 
say that men and women fell neatly into the categories of “interpersonal leadership” or 
“task-oriented leadership.” However, they did find—among leaders in an organization, as 
well as among those not selected as leaders—a breakdown along gender lines when 
classifying leadership as “autocratic” or “democratic,” with more men falling into the 
autocratic group and women in the democratic group. 
Women’s perceptions of women in leadership feed into the negative stereotypes 
that exist about female leaders. Women prefer leaders who exhibit agentic characteristics; 
regardless of gender, men preferred agentic males to communal females but did not show 
any real preference when the gender traits were incongruent to the actual gender of the 
candidate (Hoyt, Simon, & Reid, 2009). These perceptions can be traced to the way we 
are socialized as children (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). 
Research has indicated that both men and women describe successful 
management with stereotypically male characteristics (Osland, Snyder, & Hunter, 1998). 
Additionally, when female subordinates were asked whom they trusted more, female 
supervisors ranked lower than male supervisors (Jeanquart-Barone & Sekaran, 1994). 
Males also perceive female supervisors—and more specifically, the concept of a female 
supervisor—in a negative light. The work of Lenelis Kruse and Margret Wintermantel 
(1986) revealed that when men rated concepts of men and leadership and women and 
leadership, there was a positive correlation for men and leadership and a negative 
correlation for women and leadership. Female supervisors were also seen to be “overly 
emotional, sensitive, and indecisive” when dealing with difficult or complex situations in 
the workplace (Valentine & Godkin, 2000, p. 118). These very traits can be categorized 
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as “nurturing” and are seen in a positive way more often when women hold supportive 
roles (e.g., assistant principal, assistant superintendent) than when they are leaders of a 
building or a district (Pounder & Coleman, 2002). Donald Campbell, William Bommer, 
and Ellen Yeo (1993) indicated that, generally speaking, we like leaders who fit into the 
appropriate compartments; this preference can impact how effective we perceive a leader 
to be. Subjects in Campbell and associates’ study liked men to act masculine and women 
to act feminine. In contrast, subjects have not liked men who act feminine or women who 
act masculine (Pounder & Coleman, 2002). The problem with that finding is that many 
women feel a need to act masculine to be perceived as an effective leader; this research 
would indicate the opposite is true. The next section identifies some of the theories 
behind women’s sense that to “act masculine” is to be perceived as a leader.  
Women’s Battles to Earn Recognition 
 
Women have to fight on several fronts to earn recognition and access to 
leadership positions. Research has shown that the perception is that a successful leader is 
male, and femininity is not part of leadership. Women who become leaders face what is 
referred to as a “double bind,” wherein acting feminine undermines a woman’s ability to 
lead because most people do not see women as leaders, and acting masculine causes her 
to be seen negatively for not acting feminine (Hackman et al., 1992; Maume, 2011; 
Vanderbroeck, 2010; Young, 2011). 
In her 1995 book, Beyond the Double Bind: Women and Leadership, Kathleen 
Hall Jamieson discussed the double bind concept as the “femininity/competency bind.” 
The idea that femininity is linked with incompetence forces women to create their own 
leadership style, one that is neither too feminine nor too masculine. The very traits that 
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come so easily to most women and that would help them be successful in a leadership 
role are seen as too feminine, and if women cannot walk away from those traits, they will 
find themselves left support roles (e.g., assistant principal, assistant superintendent, 
curriculum director; see Kim & Brunner, 2009; McGee, 2010; Skrla et al., 2000). 
The discussion of double bind is always an issue in dealing with women and 
leadership. Women need to act like men to be taken seriously, but then they are seen as 
too aggressive. A woman is socialized from an early age to never sound too sure of 
herself for fear of being unpopular with others (Tannen, 1995). Deborah Tannen (1995) 
discussed the idea that little boys look at other boys who are talented athletes and want to 
be on their team; little girls, however, look at another talented little girl and choose to 
ostracize her instead. Competence or toughness combined with femininity is a difficult 
concept for many to understand. Margaret Thatcher and Hillary Clinton are two such 
examples. Male executives who show deference to the male CEO are considered part of 
the boys’ club, while females who show deference quickly get put into the 
daughter/wife/sister category of people, instead of friends (Oakley, 2000).  
A second battle is connected to socialization differences in men and women. 
Gender roles are largely socialized into us as children (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 
2001). Some of the aspects associated with gender roles have greater implications on 
leadership than others. Agentic attributes are typically assigned to men and communal to 
women (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Isaac et al., 2012; Scott & Brown, 2005). 
Agentic characteristics include risk-taking, assertive behavior, competitiveness, 
independence, and domineering behaviors (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Isaac et 
al., 2012; Scott & Brown, 2005). Communal characteristics include a general concern for 
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the welfare of others while displaying kindness, helpfulness, affection, collaboration, and 
communication (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Isaac et al., 2012; Scott & Brown, 
2005). 
Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001) looked at leadership styles of men and 
women. One interviewee opined that it is because the leadership roles have been so long-
held by men that their leadership styles are simply accepted as the norm; we have been 
socialized to believe that the agentic traits associated with leadership is what we must 
aspire to in order to be taken seriously (Rudman et al., 2012). 
In reviewing both gender roles and organizational roles, researchers found that 
agentic behavior was greatly impacted by the participants (Moskowitz, Suh, & 
Desaulniers, 1994). Agentic interactions were far more likely to occur when speaking 
with a subordinate than with a boss (Moskowitz et al., 1994). Communal interactions 
were more greatly influenced by the gender of the participants (Moskowitz et al., 1994).  
The incongruity of gender and leadership is such that many believe the 
descriptions of men and leaders to be one in the same; this is not the belief about women 
and leaders. This leads to arguments made by Eagly and Karau (2002), that there is a 
prejudice against female leaders. Women get less satisfactory evaluations than men 
regarding the potential to lead because the nature of leadership is inherently male (Eagly 
& Karau, 2002). Once in a leadership position, women get less satisfactory evaluations 
than men because the agentic behaviors they exhibit are considered unflattering on a 
woman (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly & Karau, 2002). 
Gender bias has to be examined with regard to leadership roles. Many variables 
factor into the low number of females rising to the role of high school principal. Women 
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in traditional “men’s roles” are seen as lucky, not as competent according to Virginia 
Valian, whose 1998 book, Why so Slow? The Advancement of Women focuses on 
unconscious “gender schema” which shape and influence the professional lives of men 
and women. Over time, these schemas have a snowball effect on multiple aspects of a 
person’s professional life with mostly negative impact for women in the workplace 
(Adamsky, 1998). Women who are seen as competent in male dominated positions are 
seen as less likeable and hostile than their successful male counterparts (Heilman & 
Haynes, 2005). 
Distinctive Leadership Styles 
 
There is much research on the differences in the way men and women 
communicate. The research indicates these differences contribute to the different styles of 
leadership utilized by each gender (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Rosener, 1990). These 
differences are the focus of Violanti and Jurczak’s 2011 research. Violanti and Jurczak 
looked for identifiers such as masculine male, feminine male, feminine female, and 
masculine female in their research on communication. “Renzetti’s (1987) Sex Role 
Attitudinal Inventory (SRAI)” was used along with the “Communications Satisfaction 
Questionnaire (CSQ)”, and the “Organizational Identification Questionnaire (OIQ)” with 
final questions adapted from the “Source Credibility Scale (SCS)” (Violanti & Jurczak, 
2011, pp. 48-49).  
 Contrary to the hypotheses of the study, the differences in perception of male and 
female leaders based on communication are few. The greater impact of this study was to 
delineate between male and female and masculine and feminine. The researchers argue 
25 
 
 
that masculinity and femininity represent a wide array of behaviors and reactions 
(Violanti & Jurczak, 2011).  
 The question must be asked: if communication style is not clearly delineated 
between men and women, is it the leadership style used by men and women that alter or 
determine the way they communicate? Specifically, the research indicates that females 
tend to be more transformational (Young, 2011), characterized by a leader who is more 
inclined to work towards consensus through team building, improved communication, 
and meaningful relationships (Hackman et al., 1992; Pounder & Coleman, 2002; Trinidad 
& Normore, 2005). Males tend more towards transactional, a style characterized by 
rewards associated with achieving some pre-determined goals for the group or 
organization (Hackman et al., 1992; Pounder & Coleman, 2002). 
Valerie Hall (1994) indicated, “Women leaders value ‘having influence’ more 
than ‘having power’” (p. 4). Enhancing the self-worth of others is a critical component of 
the female leadership style. Making others feel appreciated and giving credit to those who 
contributed is key in the process. This can happen because, “Women leaders don’t covet 
formal authority. They have learned to lead without it” (Rosener, 1990, p. 123). One 
could contend it is because they usually don’t have it. Connecting interactive leadership 
and female leadership, Rosener contends is inaccurate. It is really just good leadership 
that organizations should expect from all of its leaders (Rosener, 1990). 
How women perceive leadership and power is also critical in this conversation. 
Focusing on Hall’s 1994 findings as they relate to women, power, and influence, 
Normore and Jean-Marie (2008), discuss the ways that women alter and redefine power 
and authority so that it is more palatable to who they are. Thus allowing them to better 
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embrace the leadership role. Normore and Jean-Marie studied eleven female secondary 
principals from one southwestern state. Of the eleven, four were studied more closely for 
their “values-orientation around issues of social justice in their leadership practices” 
(Normore & Jean-Marie, 2008, p. 182). 
Each of the four women fostered a transformative culture in their schools having 
implications for women in leadership, personal and professional formation of women, 
and preparing all leaders for social justice in their schools. Specifically, the following 
recommendations were made. Leaders and educators need to be aware of ways to 
incorporate social justice and democracy into the way business is done in schools but also 
in the curriculum itself and in representing the educational vocation itself. Critical 
reflection on the role of female leader, the ethics and spiritual connection as a 
commitment to their profession is integral. Finally, promoting the support of other 
principals leading with an eye to social justice and democracy and the ever-changing 
world in which our students and we live. There must be a commitment to recognize the 
difficulties and the strides and embrace them both and move students and teachers in a 
positive direction (Normore & Jean-Marie, 2008). 
Burke and Collins’ 2001 presentation of the extensive work of researchers, 
Bernard M. Bass and Bruce J. Avolio focuses on Bass and Avolio’s identification of three 
concepts of leadership: Transformational: charisma; intellectual stimulation; inspirational 
motivation; individualized consideration (Avolio, 1999; Bass, 1985); Contingent reward: 
verbal or written contract letting subordinates know of expectations and what will occur 
if expectations are or are not met (Avolio, 1999; Bass, 1985); and Management-by-
exception: identify errors and implement disciplinary action (Avolio, 1999; Bass, 1985). 
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Of the three styles, transformational is the most effective with contingent reward seen as 
effective but not having much impact on performance. Management-by-exception has a 
negative correlation to performance. The management skills being surveyed includes, 
delegating, conflict management, coaching and developing, personal organization and 
time management, communicating, personal adaptability, and problem analysis and 
decision-making. 
Most male and female managers reported using transformational leadership 
followed by contingent reward with female managers using transformational more than 
their male counterparts. Females reported higher effectiveness in communicating, 
coaching, developing and time management; the first three of which are most highly 
correlated with transformational leadership. The speculation is that time management 
(least correlated with transformation) was cited by women because of their outside lives 
where they are used to balancing many things at once and feel that generally, in and out 
of work, they are able to manage things well (Burke & Collins, 2001). 
While there is discussion to be had about whether transformational or 
transactional is the best leadership style, there certainly is support indicating that women 
more often reflect a transformational style which research indicates is more effective 
(Burke & Collins, 2001). So if women are utilizing a widely believed effective leadership 
model, why aren’t they rising to the role of leader in public education? 
The 1992 research of Hackman et al., aimed to determine if there is a relationship 
between gender role qualities and leadership behaviors. Their findings indicated a 
relationship between both genders and transformational leadership, though there was 
evidence of a slightly stronger relationship between feminine traits and the leadership 
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style. Ultimately, their findings were that both men and women should implement the 
strategies of transformational leadership, as it plays to the strengths of each gender 
(Hackman et al., 1992). 
Barriers and Steppingstones 
 
Largely due to gender socialization, leadership styles and the ways women in 
leadership are perceived; the barriers to female leaders are plenty. Too, there are some 
clearly defined steppingstones that are placed for people to follow to get to the seat of 
high school principal, and in some cases, even superintendent. 
Barriers 
 
Sexism may be the greatest barrier to women getting the position of high school 
principal. When interviewed, female superintendents, who face many of the same 
obstacles to leadership as female high school principals, they indicated that board 
members don’t look at females the same, they question ability with the budget, facilities, 
athletics, and overall district operations, in a way that men are not second-guessed (Skrla 
et al., 2000). In these interviews, it was reported that the board members seemed more 
interested in whether the female superintendent had been to the construction site for a 
new building or her ability to negotiate a contract with a soda vendor than her oversight 
of the vision of the district and the education of its children (Skrla et al., 2000). Elsesser 
and Lever’s 2011 study includes responses to why some people have a preference for 
female bosses. While the typical responses existed (compassionate, empathetic, better 
organized, good managers, harder working), the researchers (specifically asking males) 
received these reasons as well, “sexier … prettier … more gullible and easier to 
manipulate … more susceptible to my b.s.” (p. 1569). These sexually/gender-based 
29 
 
 
comments were not what the researchers found with regard to male bosses. Overall, the 
subjects liked female leaders because of their traits and male leaders because they are not 
female (Elsesser &: Lever, 2011).  
In 2010, Paul Vanderbroeck set out to identify the specific obstacles to women’s 
progress towards the top leadership spots in organizations and to advise women and 
organizations how to remove the obstacles. He identifies two traps women leaders fall 
into, one is the “men and women are alike” trap, the other is the “do as the boys do” trap. 
Men and women have clearly different styles of leadership except when it comes to the 
highest levels of management where male and female leadership looks more and more 
alike (Vanderbroeck, 2010). Still, to the outside world, this does not seem to be a winning 
approach for female leaders. A 2009 edition of The Economist opined that Hillary Clinton 
did not lose the 2008 election because she was too much of a woman but because she 
tried to be too much of a man. This is the double bind that women find themselves in 
constantly (“Lexington: Madame Secretary,” 2009).  
Vanderbroeck (2010) argues that women should cash in on their differences and 
make employers and employees recognize the benefits of having a female leader. 
Organizations, it is recommended, need to learn the language of both genders. It is the 
same argument used against calling America a ‘melting pot’ and instead, referring to it as 
a ‘salad’ – not a place where all melts together to become one, but where each part still 
retains its own unique flavor but comes together to be better than the sum of its parts. 
Vanderbroeck (2010) recommends Boards of Directors recognize the power that comes 
from each group instead of trying to make everything gender neutral. 
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Women are socialized to be everyone else’s cheerleader (Budworth & Mann, 
2010). This idea then begs the question, who is cheering on the women? Women are not 
even cheering for themselves. In fact, Berg and associates (1981) theorize that women are 
more likely to downplay their own successes while men willingly share their success 
stories with others. Women who brag about their success feel that they are being judged 
negatively by other women, that they will be found less likeable, while men either think 
their bragging makes no difference or that it makes women like them more. This inability 
to ‘toot our own horn’ has detrimental effects in the workplace, where women are less 
likely to be recognized for their good work than men (Tannen, 1995). Budworth and 
Mann (2010) build on Tannen’s 1995 work to describe a phenomenon in which women 
are socialized to believe that being competitive is bad; they are more likely to depend on 
external recognition of their hard work as being sufficient for promotion. Developing 
leaders and leadership is different for men and women and must be pursued and shared 
differently (Budworth & Mann, 2010). 
Female leadership among college students is the topic of Paige Haber’s 2011 
research. She contends that there are two key challenges for female leaders; one is 
determining the leadership style they are comfortable with and how that is perceived by 
their subordinates; the second has to do with the internal struggle of feeling harassed, 
excluded, and alone in what is oftentimes, a man’s world. In Haber’s research, only four 
female college-age leaders were interviewed and studied. This study focused on these 
women and how they managed their on-campus activities (student government, athletic 
team, sorority, and a cultural organization). Different leadership styles existed among the 
four young women, though two of them avoided conflict regularly. They knew this was 
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not ideal but did not know what else to do. This takes the reader back to the socialization 
issue; girls are taught not to fight, argue, or disagree; they are taught to be compliant, 
conciliatory, and agreeable (Haber, 2011).  
Empowering other members of the group was another theme each of the student 
leaders in Haber’s work mentioned as important to their mission, so was leading 
differently than past leaders. It seems female leaders recognize what does not work or 
what makes others uncomfortable and are more willing to try something different. Two of 
the women reflect findings from other research indicating that it is the other women who 
are least supportive. How do women go from being non-competitive to pulling the rug 
out from one another? They felt they could be more direct with men in the groups than 
with women (Haber, 2011).  
Some women are already in management positions but may not be in top 
management spots. The question is, what keeps them from getting there? Some would 
argue that the dichotomy under which they must function, female with masculine traits 
makes their management style something other than what they are comfortable with and 
less than enjoyable for their direct reports. Tory Johnson (2007) and Eve Tahmincioglu 
(2007) both described results indicating that females had a clear preference for male 
bosses. Alice Sargent (1977) said this preference can be attributed to the level of 
assertiveness shown by strong female bosses, which violates gender expectations, as well 
as “queen bee” behavior identified by Rosabeth Kanter (1977), wherein the female boss 
does not support other women for fear that her own power will be compromised by 
another woman at the table. Findings indicate that both men and women prefer male 
bosses. As women’s years in the workforce increase, it is more evident that women prefer 
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male bosses (Warning & Buchanan, 2009). While the reason for this preference was not 
addressed in the findings, one must wonder if this is because they are older and more 
traditional in values or is it because they have had more opportunity to experience both 
male and female bosses and know what they prefer?  
From the perspective of Fortune 500 companies, the outlook is not very different. 
3.6% of the Fortune 500 CEOs are women with only 16.1% holding a position as a board 
member for Fortune 500 companies. These companies that do have women at the helm 
see significant increases in return on sales, return on invested capital and return on equity. 
Melissa Sandgren (2012) suggests it may be more of a bottleneck than a glass ceiling. 
The problem comes from the fact that there are too few women in the pipeline prepared 
to step into a senior executive position because so many have stepped out to pursue other 
education or families. Female executives indicate that there are plenty of women 
available; they simply are not good enough to make it to the top positions (Derry, 1997). 
More boards are looking at implementing mentoring and diversity programs as a way to 
increase parity (Sandgren, 2012). 
Steppingstones 
 
Yong-Lyun Kim and Cryss Brunner’s 2009 research tells us that a stepping stone 
to the high school principalship is in knowing what will get you there. If women are to 
learn from their male counterparts, a great place to be seen in conjunction with your 
secondary classroom is as a coach. At least 33% of male superintendents interviewed had 
been a coach before making it to the role of Assistant Secondary Principal or Elementary 
Principal. From those two positions at least 33% moved on to the Secondary Principal 
position. Women who are secondary level teachers are more likely to move to a district 
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level position (curriculum office, student services) than to an Assistant or Lead 
Secondary Principal position. Getting involved in non-gender specific activities and 
committees may be a way to be seen differently so that a more diverse resume can be 
presented when the time comes.  
Women’s paths to leadership in education are also considerably longer than their 
male counterparts who tend to leave the classroom earlier and make shorter stops at each 
successive promotion (Kim & Brunner, 2009). Thomas Glass (2000) indicated that 
women’s career paths are more student-centric, leaving some, more administrative 
positions, seemingly unattractive. Finally, Kim and Brunner (2009) theorized that male 
career paths are more vertical and tend to deal with money, facilities and politics; while 
the female career paths are more horizontal or diagonal and deal with teamwork, teaching, 
and less politics.  
Mentoring is an integral component of promoting female leadership but teachers 
report difficulties finding female mentors already in administration. Due to the scarcity of 
positions for women at the top levels of administration, other women are unwilling to 
help those coming up through the ranks (Bascia & Young, 2001; Kleine, 1994; Trinidad 
& Normore, 2005; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). This raises a question about the hierarchy 
of school district leadership. Are certain mid-level management positions better 
perceived as preparation for the position of high school principal or even superintendent? 
Is an administrator on or off the track from the time they receive their first administrative 
placement? 
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Balancing Act Between Home and Work 
 
The roles that women hold in families factor into the small number of female high 
school principals. Mary Ann Mason and Marc Goulden (2004) commenting on 
Parenthood and Self-Selection (a barrier to breaking the glass ceiling, as identified by 
Isaac et al., 2012) indicate that there is a negative correlation between having a spouse 
and/or children and gaining success in the STEMM environment. In other words, in order 
to find true success in this field, women have to choose the career over their family life; 
the spillover from family life acts as a detriment to moving to the top of the field. John 
Collard and Cecilia Reynolds (2005), as well as Ellen Eckman and Sheryl Kelber (2010), 
indicated that some self-selection happens as a result not of fear of the job but of the way 
a woman must act when in power, and that those behaviors do not meet social norms and 
approval. 
Alice Eagly and Mary Johannesen-Schmidt (2001) recognize that men are more 
likely to employ leadership styles classified as less effective (transactional, laissez-faire, 
etc.), but they still are more likely to stay in leadership roles than women. This pattern 
begs the question: Are women held to a higher standard of excellence than men, or is it 
simply that men are more often seen as the “bread winners,” and removing them from a 
position of leadership is more detrimental to the family than removing an ineffective 
woman? When employing the norms of their gender role, women fail to meet the 
expectations of their leadership role (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). When they 
follow the norms of the leadership role as they have been established, they fail to meet 
the expectations of their gender role (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Generally 
speaking, these findings support much of what we know intuitively about gender 
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differences. Disconcerting news for women is that while there are many talented women 
in their respective fields, they are continually dissatisfied with their future prospects 
within their career area and are making personal lifestyle sacrifices (spouse, children) to 
be perceived as valuable to an organization (Lyness & Thompson, 1997). This cycle 
creates a lose-lose scenario for women.  
David Maume (2011) presented a compelling perspective on female leadership 
and mentorship. Ultimately, his question reflected on the work of Philip Cohen and Matt 
Huffman (2007) who used the “analogy of characterizing female bosses as either change 
agents or as cogs in the machine” (Maume, 2011, p. 288) in terms of female subordinates’ 
career trajectory. Maume (2011) also presented findings from the early 1990s by Ellen 
Fagenson (1993) as well as Jane Halpert, Midge Wilson, and Julia Hickman (1993) who 
discussed the shift in behavior by subordinate women when their manager is another 
woman. The manager tends to be more understanding of unexpected circumstances as 
they arise in the life of a working wife and mother. Does this practice create another 
category of female leaders, those without family (spouse and/or children)? Do these 
leaders function differently than leaders who are wives and mothers? These issues were 
not addressed in the research, but they seem to be valid questions. Maume also 
investigated the concept of homosocial reproduction among women. That is, do female 
supervisors look more favorably on their female subordinates because they have a shared 
and common experience coming up through the ranks? 
The opposite effect is the cog in the machine mentality, where women are not 
helping other women to progress in their careers. The argument is that female supervisors 
are still not powerful enough to change the mentality of the organization, or they have 
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been chosen because they do not identify with most other women. Long hours and work 
demands force women to push personal life issues to a lower priority than their employer. 
This perspective causes female leaders to distance themselves from other women who are 
still dealing with “women’s issues,” thereby pushing their favor towards male 
subordinates who do not have to worry about home and family (Maume, 2011). 
Research findings indicate that women tend to be more of a cog in the machine; 
male subordinates are happier to have a female supervisor who recognizes and promotes 
his abilities. Women’s outside lives have an impact. When they are forced to make 
choices between family and career, some women simply remove themselves from the 
race, thereby creating the lack of qualified women to fill top spots (Maume, 2011).  
Women secure jobs in the workplace, they obtain leadership positions in the 
CEO’s office, but the question remains, “At what cost?” Do women have to give up 
marriage and children to be perceived as “all in” at work? Do they have to stop 
supporting other women who choose family, and instead give favor to men? Do they 
have to undermine other women because there are so few spots at the top for women? All 
these questions are considered by women who make decisions to pursue these top 
positions. What about the women who “find” themselves in positions for which they 
never really planned—are their placements more fragile? Both the female applicant as 
well as the board that looks to hire her must consider these issues. Ellen Eckman and 
Sheryl Kelber’s 2010 work, which examined traditional principals and a co-principal 
model with regard to role conflict and job satisfaction, found that most of the conflict was 
internal. Women reported that their own expectations for the domestic arena caused them 
more angst than the consternation of their spouse or family. Balancing work and home 
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and one’s own health was difficult for the female study participants who were in a 
traditional principalship.  
When presented with the possibility of a female high school principal, a school 
board must take many things into consideration. Ann Sherman’s (2000) research, 
involving 21 current female educational administrators in Nova Scotia, gives an overview 
of some of the areas that may be of concern to school boards. One aspect may be the old-
boy mentality and closed settings: If you do not come from the community, you are 
outside of the community, and always will be (Sherman, 2000). This issue is a concern 
even at the high school level. Many stakeholders feel that a high school principal must be 
male in order to keep peace in the building (Kim & Brunner, 2009; Sherman, 2000; Skrla 
et al., 2000). 
Much extant research indicates that female administrators tend to feel more 
isolated and alone than their male counterparts (Haber, 2011; Sherman, 2000). In part, 
this feeling is because so few of them exist within a system, and many of the social 
opportunities surround male-domain activities (golf, seeing a sporting event, etc.; see 
Sherman, 2000). Additionally, the free time female administrators do have is often set 
aside for family commitments. Lastly, female administrators feel a need to stay true to the 
value of feminine leadership and its qualities, even if it means taking on women in the 
organization who believe that men are better administrators. School boards must be 
prepared to create mentoring situations, or allow female administrators to participate in a 
mentoring program with other districts, so that they can navigate through this new 
territory (Sherman, 2000). 
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There are many ways in which women can be thrown off balance in their personal 
and professional lives. Recognizing this risk and determining how to maintain a balance 
are critical to the way others (i.e., board members and superiors) see female candidates 
for high school principalships. 
Summary 
 
Women are in a difficult position when it comes to leadership. Looking at the 
typical traits of most females leads one to believe that they fit into the mold of 
transformational leader—a style sought by most companies and organizations today, as it 
values teamwork, communication, and relationships, as opposed to the more old-
fashioned, top-down decision making and reward-based transactional style of leadership. 
The problem for women in leadership roles is that most men and women have a negative 
association between women and the concept of leadership, leaving women to 
overcompensate by acting more “masculine” in the way they handle themselves when 
they are placed in a position of authority. This tendency, however, causes subordinates to 
further disconnect from female leaders. The idea of a woman acting too masculine is off-
putting to most employees. In contrast, a man who embraces a certain amount of 
femininity (concern for others, working collaboratively) is seen as a strong leader. This 
double bind creates for women an almost insurmountable obstacle on her way to the top 
of the leadership totem pole.  
It is this researcher’s impression that the gender role is omnipresent. The 
expectation is that women may have leadership roles in their work outside the home, but 
they must also assume leadership positions with home and family. One has to be 
sacrificed for the other; the type of sacrifice may vary over time and circumstance, but 
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choices must be made. Many women carry the guilt of not attending a family function 
(e.g., recital, parent-teacher conference, etc.) because of work obligations. Men who miss 
the same events get a pass, as their role is to provide for the family. 
There are gaps in the literature. First, scholars have not found the stories of those 
who left the path to the high school principalship and why they made this choice. Second, 
researchers have not determined what has helped and hindered the few women who have 
attained this position. Third, there is little understanding of the perceptions and 
aspirations of women who are currently serving as high school assistant principals.  
Understanding the decision-making processes of women who planned to pursue 
high school principalships only to have their plans altered, either by their own decision or 
through someone else’s decision, is important for understanding what can be done to 
increase the presence of women among high school leaders. As for first-hand accounts of 
women who have made it, these stories will serve to expose the truths behind what does 
and does not help the ascent. Understanding the experience of those women who are 
currently on track to take on the role of high school principal, and changes they might 
have made along the way, will help to discover what women who are already on the path 
can do to increase their marketability.  
Some research has addressed these questions as they relate to female 
superintendents, which builds a base, but ultimately, the research needs to be about high 
school principals, as that role is a steppingstone to the superintendency. The findings of 
this dissertation study will give insight to women early enough in their careers that they 
will not be looking through the rearview mirror at what could have been or which exit 
they could have taken. Instead, this study’s findings will help to get them thinking on day 
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one. They have to determine their career path, and that does not necessarily mean 
traveling the well-worn path. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
 
The reasons for the unbalanced representation of women in educational leadership 
positions in general, and in the high school principalship specifically, are many, including 
institutional sexism and self-imposed and societal expectations. A deeper look into these 
issues is necessary to understand the impact that they have on women’s careers in 
educational administration (Eckman & Kelber, 2010; Elsesser & Lever, 2011; Kim & 
Brunner, 2009; McGee, 2010; Rudman et al., 2012; Rudman & Phelan, 2010; Skrla et al., 
2000; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). 
The high school principalship is much less accessible to women than are the roles 
of elementary principal, assistant principal, curriculum director, and other central office 
positions (Kim & Brunner, 2009). The obstacles to earning the aforementioned positions 
are far fewer than those keeping women out of the high school principal’s office (Kim & 
Brunner 2009). In part, these difficulties are evidenced as an inverse relationship whereby 
the number of females in the principal’s role decreases as the grade level within the 
building increases (Kim & Brunner, 2009; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005).  
The purpose of this research was to explore the career trajectories of female 
leaders and better understand reasons women do and do not become high school 
principals. Specifically, the study sought to understand the experiences of current female 
high school principals as well as females currently serving as high school assistant 
principals, considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship. 
Additionally, other females who had served as high school assistant principals and left 
the path to the high school principalship for another administrative position were invited 
42 
 
 
to participate. This study paid particular attention to perceived institutionalized sexism 
within school systems, barriers and steppingstones to leadership positions, and the 
balancing act most women have to manage between work and home. To better 
understand the impediments to women assuming roles as secondary principals, this 
overarching question was posed: How do female administrators describe their career 
trajectory? This question was supplemented by four sub-questions. 
1. What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female 
administrators who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
2. What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators 
who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
3. How have perceived personal and professional barriers discouraged female 
administrators from pursuing the high school principalship? 
4. What experiences encourage the pursuit of the high school principalship by 
female administrators?  
This chapter discusses the research design and rationale chosen to carry out this 
study. Research sites, participants, and methods are described. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the ethical considerations given to this study and its participants.  
Research Design and Rationale 
 
This study employed a qualitative research design—a collective case study 
approach—to explore the reasons more women do not become high school principals. 
Qualitative research has the goal of better understanding human behavior while 
acknowledging that the entirety of human behavior and experiences will never be fully 
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known (O’Connor, 2004). To Sharan Merriam (2009), the use and design of qualitative 
research is stated as a belief: “I believe that research focused on discovery, insight, and 
understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest promise of 
making a difference in people’s lives” (p. 1). John Creswell (2012) offered that a research 
problem without known variables is best studied with qualitative research.  
To conduct qualitative research with fidelity, there are certain benchmarks that 
should be met. They include data collection with specifically designed protocols to 
properly record data (Creswell, 2012). This study adhered to the suggestions made by 
both Merriam (2009) and Creswell (2012). 
Through the collective case study approach, the researcher interviewed multiple 
participants from various sites, described observations, and compared varying cases with 
the intent of finding overlap or dissonance on the issue under study (Stake, 1995, as cited 
in Creswell, 2012). To best understand the career trajectory of female administrators, 
individual experiences needed to be studied and shared, and eventually analyzed. A case 
study approach was the best way to gain this understanding. Robert Yin (1994) defined a 
case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within 
its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident” (p. 13). The case study approach allowed the researcher to triangulate 
data from interviews and observations of three distinct groups of female leaders, 
conducted in a real-world setting to contextualize the issues surrounding female 
leadership. Through systematic data collection and analysis, analytic generalizations can 
be made from a well-researched case study (Yin, 2012). Additionally, Yin (2014) argued 
there are three signs that case studies are “increasingly recognized … as a valuable 
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research method” (p. xix). First, he noted that case studies have been more frequently 
used since 1980—a greater increase than several other research approaches and terms. He 
also indicated that since 2006, case studies have been collected into multiple 
“comprehensive reference works” (p. xix). Finally, and more generally, case study 
methods have been used across “12 different fields” (p. xx).  
The works reflect the presence of case study research and its contributions to 
numerous research topics across a broad range of social science fields (disciplines 
and professions). The numerosity and diversity of these works appear to have 
increased and give scholars yet additional access to case study research. (Yin, 
2014, pp. xx-xxi) 
 
In determining the factors that have kept women from being equitably represented 
in educational leadership, particularly at the high school level and specifically as the high 
school principal, quantitative data may show patterns, but they do not give answers as to 
why this phenomenon occurs. The experiences not only of the job, but also of the 
external factors that seemingly impact whether a woman becomes a high school principal, 
could only be shared by the women themselves. The perceptions of others are an 
important factor when it comes to hiring a high school principal, but the experiences of 
these women are what determine whether they ever choose to be at the interview table. 
Site and Population 
 
Site and Population 
 
Site Description 
 
At the start of this dissertation study, in the 15 public school districts in the county 
where the researcher chose to situate this study, only three of 17 comprehensive high 
schools had women as principals, and 10 of the districts had female assistant principals in 
their high school. Fourteen districts were invited to participate in this study. The district 
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that was not invited was the researcher’s place of employment. All but one of the districts 
employed women who met the criteria for at least one of the subject groups. Only 
districts that did not permit access or did not respond to the researcher’s requests were 
excluded from the study. In all, nine of the 14 eligible school districts agreed to 
participate, with one refusing to participate. One of the nine did not employ any women 
in any of the qualifying categories. Thus, eight school districts participated in the study.  
Population Description 
 
Throughout this study, the researcher used pseudonyms to refer to individuals, 
schools, districts, and counties or identified individuals by a title or some other identifier 
not exclusive to the individual. The researcher invited participants from three separate 
groups to participate in the study: (1) three current female high school principals; (2) 
females currently serving as high school assistant principals, considered to be a feeder 
position to the high school principalship; and (3) other females who had served as high 
school assistant principals and left the path to the high school principalship for another 
administrative position.  
These distinct groups provided a sort of past, present, and future of the high 
school principalship. To look at those who have pursued it and moved on, those who 
have attained it, and those who still seek it gave this study a well-rounded perspective on 
the position itself; the perceived expectations of it; and the reasons women may be 
initially drawn to it, as well as the perceived barriers that kept them from it. Their varied 
experiences provided examples of institutional sexism, perceived barriers, steppingstones, 
and the balancing act of work and home. 
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The women who participated in the study represented a range of ages, experience, 
and education, yet they all contributed to the phenomenon under study, the 
underrepresentation of females in the high school principalship. The selection of the 
current female assistant principals (n=16) was reflective of random purposeful sampling, 
used when the sample size is too large (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). From the third 
group of women (n=108), those who had other administrative positions, opportunistic 
sampling allowed the researcher to identify and focus on those women who chose to 
remove themselves from the path to high school principal (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). 
Both these populations were recruited from their districts’ websites. Once the 
superintendent gave permission for the administrators to participate, the researcher 
emailed each potential participant. In some instances, the approval from the 
superintendent had to be sought via a phone call because of email blockers and the 
“buried email” phenomenon. Additionally, some participants’ involvement had to be 
sought via phone call for the same reasons.  
Sixteen current assistant principals were eligible to participate; that number was 
reduced to 10 because of non-responsive or refusing districts, and eight ultimately were 
interviewed. Although the researcher anticipated at least six participants who would 
provide a wide enough range of experiences as well career goals, she had eight active 
participants in this category. Throughout the 14 districts in the county, 108 women were 
working in other administrative positions. Of that group, just seven women responded 
affirmatively that they met the participant criteria of previously serving as a high school 
assistant principal, and all were interviewed. The researcher identified data saturation 
after seven interviews.  
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In Case 1 (current high school principals; n=2), two women agreed to participate. 
Both women (age range: 45-65) represented schools that are nationally recognized for 
their academic programs and had their doctorates when they were promoted from an 
assistant principal’s position in their high schools. One woman had no children, a 
decision made when she decided to pursue the principalship, and the other had adult 
children, with the youngest in high school when the participant took the principal position.  
In Case 2 (current high school assistant principals; n=8) the age range was wide, 
32-60, with only two participants under the age of 36. Three of the women were single, 
and six had children. Of those six, two had adult children. Three of the women were 
serving as an assistant principal when the current high school principal was hired, and 
only one of them had applied for that principal’s position. Five of the women were unsure 
about whether or not they would apply for a high school principal’s position if it became 
available.  
Case 3 (current administrators who previously served as high school assistant 
principals; n=7) had a slightly smaller age range than Case 2, with only one woman in the 
32-35 age range and the other six ranging from 36-55 years of age. Three of the seven 
were married, three were single, and one was widowed. Five of the seven had children; 
only one of those five had adult children. Three moved to the position of elementary 
principal from the high school assistant principalship, and the other four moved directly 
to a central office position from the high school assistant principal’s office. Three of 
these participants indicated that they had not applied for a high school principal’s 
position because they did not feel prepared for the role. 
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All participants were employees of public K12 school systems located in a 
suburban county adjacent to a major metropolitan area. The participants were part of a 
non-probability purposeful sampling, meaning that they did not necessarily represent a 
statistical norm in terms of education, experience, ethnicity, or other demographic 
categories, but instead were recruited because of their locale and the specific positions 
they held (Creswell, 2012).  
Site Access 
 
The researcher emailed superintendents in 14 school districts, explaining the 
research and requesting access for the researcher to interview current female 
administrators. Some of the districts were difficult to reach due to specific board policies 
as well as the overall functionality of the district. Additional efforts beyond emails were 
made for some of the school districts that were more difficult to contact. In these 
instances, the superintendents received a phone call from the researcher, asking if they 
have had time to review the previously emailed request. At that time, an additional 
request was made to gain access to the site. All requests from districts were met in terms 
of the documentation they required for their internal policies.  
Upon IRB approval, the researcher emailed individual female administrators 
(current high school principals and female high school assistant principals) to explain the 
purpose of the study and their potential role in it. Participants from the third case, those 
who had served as a high school assistant principal and left the path to the high school 
principalship for another administrative position, were invited by email. The potential 
participants were identified using their district websites. The email sent to the 108 
potential participants briefly described the study and asked those female administrators 
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who had previously served as high school assistant principals, but who did not move onto 
the high school principal’s position, to reply to the email. Upon agreement to participate, 
each administrator and the researcher agreed upon a time, date, and location to meet for a 
semi-structured interview.  
Research Methods 
 
Description of Methods Used 
 
Data were collected via semi-structured interviews. Data from the individual 
interviews were then analyzed to address the research questions. 
Interviews 
 
Semi-structured interviews with participants from each of the three groups of 
administrators took place until such time that enough data had been obtained to clearly 
identify themes that addressed the research questions. The interviews took place at the 
convenience of the subjects. The selection of a time and place was made by the 
participant in the hope that they would feel comfortable enough to be fully forthcoming 
about their experiences without concern about others being aware of their participation. A 
pseudonym or non-unique title was used for the participant’s name as well as her school 
and district’s name.  
The focus of the interviews with the current principals was to determine any 
similarities in their stories about steppingstones, perceived barriers and institutional 
sexism they may have encountered, balancing home and work, and mentors or support 
systems they had established. The other interviews were with female administrators who 
were either serving as high school assistant principals or who had left the high school 
assistant principalship for another administrative role. Similar questions to those asked of 
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the current principals were asked of these women. The same format was in place in terms 
of confidentiality and availability and flexibility of time and place for interviews. In all 
instances, attention was focused on gaining insights into the career trajectories, the 
expectations, and the realities of the women being interviewed.  
Once participants agreed to be part of the study, an explanation of what was to be 
expected of the study was shared. At the time of the interview, the participant was given 
an informed consent form to sign, with all safeguards explained by the researcher. When 
data saturation was reached, the interviews were ceased. All parameters of Drexel 
University’s IRB process were followed as well as those of the individual districts.  
Interviews were recorded in two formats for security reasons. Audiotapes 
were maintained in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s locked office. 
Electronic recordings were stored in a cloud-based, password protected account. 
Field notes were written after the individual sessions, and written notes were also 
stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s locked office. A 
transcriptionist, Maryann Salerno, completed transcription. Transcriptions from 
Maryann Salerno were processed using Microsoft Word. Data were analyzed 
using NVivo software, which was housed locally on a password-protected 
computer.  
The interview recordings were physically handed to Maryann Salerno at 
her office. Salerno has been the transcriptionist of all school board meetings for 
her local school district since November 2006. She has held the position of board 
services coordinator since that time as well. She used the same process to 
transcribe the interviews that has been used for board meetings. She was highly 
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proficient at this task. Once she received the audiotapes, they were maintained in 
a locked drawer of her desk. She was permitted to take the tapes home to 
complete transcription there, although most were completed onsite. Each 
participant and research site was given a pseudonym or a generic identifier not 
specific to that participant. The master list of subjects and pseudonyms was 
maintained only by the researcher and has been maintained in a locked cabinet in 
a locked office. 
All data was maintained on a password protected, personal cloud-based 
account. Using disk utilities operations, data were stored and backed up regularly 
on an encrypted/password-protected external drive reserved only for data 
collection for this investigation. The data will be maintained for three years, after 
which it will be properly disposed of. In addition to pseudonyms, confidentiality 
has been maintained by several means. Only the researcher knew the name of 
each subject.  
With permission to participate already granted via the superintendent, no 
incentivizing of the participants was necessary. Still, to show appreciation to those 
agreeing to individual interviews, the researcher offered to pay 20% of the $60.00 
registration fee for the PASA Women’s Caucus Dinner held annually in October (2015). 
For those interviews held during a meal meeting, the researcher paid for the participant’s 
meal and/or snack. The purpose of the research was again explained to each participant at 
the start of the interview. In addition to questions about perceived institutional sexism 
and barriers and steppingstones, questions were asked about managing a balance between 
work and home.  
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Data Analysis Procedures 
 
 Interview data were transcribed and coded by the researcher and qualitative 
analysis was conducted using NVivo software, using cross-case analysis. The researcher 
used cross-case analysis to facilitate the comparison of commonalities and differences in 
experiences among the three cases under study. Transcription, coding, and the review of 
field notes led to the development of patterns and themes. The interviews began with an 
interview protocol, detailing the list of questions to be used with the participants during 
semi-structured interviews. These interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using a 
hired transcriptionist. The completed transcriptions were shared with participants to 
confirm the accuracy of what was stated and transcribed. Once transcribed, the interviews 
were coded for key phrases and ideas using cross-case analysis. Merriam (2009) 
addressed the importance of data analysis (in this case, coding) in qualitative research: 
Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense 
out of data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have 
said and what the researcher has seen and read—it is the process of making 
meaning. (pp. 175-176) 
 
Stages of Data Collection 
 
Interviews were conducted with current female high school principals. The 
purpose of the interviews was to hear, first hand, the experiences these women had 
getting to and living in the position. Attention was paid to both perceived barriers and 
steppingstones to the position. This interview covered both participants’ work and 
home/family domains. Interviews were conducted with a second group of females who 
were currently serving as high school assistant principals, considered to be a feeder 
position to the high school principalship. Finally, interviews were conducted with a third 
group of females who had served as high school assistant principals and had left the path 
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to the high school principalship for another administrative position. The interviews were 
scheduled at the convenience of the participant thereby forgoing the option of 
interviewing all members of a certain group within a given time frame exclusive of 
members of other groups. The research questions and the collection process used to 
address each of them are indicated in Table 1. A more specific timeline of the data 
collection process and the 14-month implementation is delineated in Table 2. 
 
 
Table 1 
Visual Description of Research Questions, Methods, Data Sources, and Analysis 
 
Question Method 
Data Source  
(all interviews with 
females) 
Data Analysis Rationale 
What are the perceived 
institutional barriers 
experienced by female 
administrators who have 
pursued or are interested in 
pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
Qualitative • High school 
principal  
• High school (HS) 
assistant principal 
(AP)  
• Former HS AP, 
now in another 
position  
Coding, cross-
case analysis, 
pattern, theme 
recognition, 
content 
analysis 
Individual, open 
conversations 
deliver first-hand 
accounts of 
experiences 
What are the perceived 
personal barriers 
experienced by female 
administrators who have 
pursued or are interested in 
pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
Qualitative Same as above Same as above Same as above 
How have perceived 
personal and professional 
barriers discouraged female 
administrators from 
pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
Qualitative • Current HS AP 
• Former HS AP, 
now in another 
position  
Same as above Same as above 
What experiences 
encourage the pursuit of the 
high school principalship by 
female administrators? 
Qualitative • High school 
principal 
• Current HS AP 
• Former HS AP, 
now in another 
position  
Same as above Same as above 
How do female 
administrators describe their 
career trajectory? 
Qualitative Same as above Same as above Same as above 
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Table 2 
Timeline for Implementation 
 
Date Tasks to Complete 
September 2014 Contacted local superintendents for preliminary approval to conduct 
interviews and focus groups 
January 2015 IRB Proposal Submitted and approved 
March 2015 – July 2015 Interviews with three groups of women: high school principals, high 
school assistant principals, and those who previously held position of 
high school assistant principal who now hold a different 
administrative position other than high school principal, completed 
March – August 2015 Sent participants copies of their transcribed interviews to confirm 
assertions made from transcriptions 
August – September 2015 Analyzed data using NVivo 
November 16, 2015 Defended dissertation 
 
 
 
Data Collection 
 
Qualitative data. This study analyzed women’s pathways to administrative 
positions, with special attention on the high school principalship, as well as the barriers 
(external and internal) to and perceptions of the position. The researcher interviewed 
three distinct groups of female administrators: (1) two current female high school 
principals; (2) eight females currently serving as high school assistant principals, 
considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship; and (3) seven other 
females who had served as high school assistant principals and left the path of the high 
school principalship for another administrative position within the county in which this 
study took place. “Purposeful sampling” of a typical case (Creswell, 2013, p. 154) was 
used to recruit these participants, and their experiences were the focus for the findings of 
this research study.  
The purpose of these interviews was to understand each woman’s experiences 
during her career trajectory. The interviews were reviewed, listened to, transcribed, and 
coded to look for relationships of “similarity and contiguity” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 106) to 
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find not just commonalities but connections among experiences. The ability to develop 
themes from the experiences shared is a critical component of presenting the findings of a 
case study. The stories help us understand our world and how we and others interact with 
shared and common experiences (Merriam, 2009, p. 32). The analysis of this 
phenomenon was only made valid when connected to the experiences of the women most 
directly impacted by the barriers and those who have overcome them. Personal 
perceptions and experiences as revealed in the interview process were the basis for this 
case study. Creswell (2013) presented the characteristics of a case study as a study that 
focused on interviews and observations of cases to provide an in-depth description and 
understanding.  
Ethical Considerations 
 
As with all research, ethical considerations were taken into account to protect 
participants and preserve the fidelity of the research design. It was essential that the 
researcher maintain confidentiality in all research reports. Each participant and research 
site, when necessary, was given a pseudonym. The individual interviews were audio 
recorded; field notes were also taken after the individual sessions. All data were 
maintained on a password-protected, personal cloud-based account; and using disk 
utilities operations, data were stored and backed up regularly on an encrypted/password-
protected external drive reserved only for data collection for this investigation. The data 
will be maintained for three years, after which it will be properly disposed of. In addition 
to pseudonyms, confidentiality has been maintained by several means. Only the 
researcher knew the name of each subject. The researcher did her best to ensure each 
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administrator felt respected and that her story was accurately portrayed. IRB clearances 
were sought for the individual interviews. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS, RESULTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS 
 
Introduction 
 
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the career trajectories of 
female leaders and better understand reasons women do and do not become high school 
principals. Specifically, to better understand the phenomenon, this study explored the 
experiences of obstacles and supports of three specific cases: current female high school 
principals (Case 1 or current principals), females currently serving as high school 
assistant principals, considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship 
(Case 2 or current assistants), and other females who have served as high school assistant 
principals and left the path of the high school principalship for another administrative 
position (Case 3 or former assistants).  
One in-depth interview was conducted with each of the 17 participating female 
administrators. By conducting interviews across the three cases and conducting cross-
case analysis, the researcher was able to identify five themes that depicted female 
administrators’ career trajectories: (1) demands outside school hours; (2) family and 
home commitments; (3) encouragers, supporters, and mentors; (4) stereotypes about 
women; and (5) networking opportunities. Each theme has been addressed within the 
research question or questions in which it is a factor. The overarching question of this 
study was: How do female administrators describe their career trajectory? The four sub-
questions were: 
1. What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female 
administrators who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school 
principalship? 
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2. What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators 
who have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
3. How have perceived personal and professional barriers discouraged female 
administrators from pursuing the high school principalship? 
4. What experiences encourage the pursuit of the high school principalship by 
female administrators?  
Findings 
 
The researcher read each interview transcript multiple times, initially looking for 
themes within each interview, then for consistency of thought and themes that 
transcended multiple cases. After the initial coding, the researcher used NVivo for Mac 
by QSR, a qualitative data analysis tool, to electronically code all participant interviews. 
After importing all interview transcripts into NVivo, the researcher was able to review 
each interview and identify each theme and sub-theme (called nodes and sub-nodes in 
NVivo).  
Within each research question several themes were identified, meaning that in 
some cases, themes were addressed in responding to more than one research question. 
While some themes emerged through multiple research questions, some themes did not 
emerge through every research question. Findings, presented below, are organized by 
research question, then by theme, how the theme emerged within each case, and then 
across cases, as is the recommendation when studying multiple cases. Creswell (2013) 
recommended “within-case analysis,” looking at the data within each case first. He then 
recommended using a “cross-case analysis” to look for the themes across multiple cases 
(p. 1). Each theme represents an idea presented across most groups and participants, thus 
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providing important contributions to the conversation about gender and the high school 
principalship.  
Research Question 1 
 
What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female administrators who 
have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
The reasons women stay out or are kept out of the high school principal’s office 
are vast. Some of these reasons are within the woman’s control—things she can alter or 
change based on life choices. Others—institutional barriers, defined as “policies, 
procedures, or situations that systematically disadvantage certain groups of people” 
(Ashcraft, 2009)—are far more insidious and happen around women and to women, but 
the women themselves can modify few of them. The themes of stereotypes about women 
and networking opportunities hold the greatest significance for research question 1.  
Stereotypes about women. One institutional barrier, identified by nine of the 
participants, pertains to stereotypes about women. Some of these stereotypes are 
participants’ perceptions of how they are viewed by others, and some are perceptions the 
participants have of working with other women. Stereotyping is an institutional barrier 
that men and women seem equally capable of perpetrating.  
Women who take on the role of school-based educational administrators 
recognize that even though the vast majority of teachers are women, administrative 
positions are as likely (or even more likely, in positions such as a high school 
principalship) to go to men. Some men bolster these stereotypes, and some women 
perpetuate these stereotypes about other women. Perceptions about working with other 
females, willingness to take on ultimate responsibility, perceptions of job roles, and the 
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attributes and leadership styles most important for female leaders are all areas that impact 
both the willingness of women to take on the role of high school principal as well as 
others’ perceptions about her ability to handle the position. 
Negative concepts of women and working with women. As it is easy to blame 
men for a woman’s inability to progress in her career, it seems that there is a level of 
responsibility that rests with women themselves. Based on reality or perception, five 
participants specifically indicated some concerns about working with or for other women. 
This issue becomes an institutional barrier—one that may be, in large part, created by 
women—that becomes the accepted norm, by both genders, in thinking about women in 
leadership roles and as colleagues. 
This theme, stereotypes about women, and its subordinate themes are one area 
where members of Case 1 (current principals) had very little to contribute. The group was 
comprised of two women currently occupying the position of high school principal, 
which may explain why this case stood apart from the other cases on this topic.  
Some women in Case 2 (current assistants) indicated their preference to work 
with men. Colleen, a current high school assistant principal stated, “I love being the only 
female on the administrative team. I like that there is not that catty competition that 
sometimes, inevitably pops up.” Another current high school assistant principal, Kylee, 
echoed Colleen’s sentiment: 
I think I have always been someone that gets along better with males because 
there is no competition, there is no cattiness. You just say it, and you can fight 
about something, and then walk in the next day and you’re fine. There are three 
other administrators here who are like big brothers you know and we have that 
relationship and I’m comfortable with that. I’m not always as comfortable 
working with women.  
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Members of Case 3 (former assistants) did not have drastically different 
experiences and thoughts from what the current assistants shared. Paula, an elementary 
principal who moved from a high school assistant principal position, had concerns about 
the transition to working with so many other women. 
I joke about it now, but one of the things I like most about secondary and high 
school in particular is that you do have a good mix in your staff of male and 
female. It’s much more real life than an elementary school full of women teachers, 
and they had just hired their first male teacher here [as she began her elementary 
school principalship].  
 
Paula went on to say, “I was concerned about coming into an all-female staff, veteran 
thinking, catty, bitchy stuff, that kind of stuff that might come with that.”  
Ginny, another member of Case 3, had similar reservations and observations 
about the shift to elementary principal from high school assistant principal.  
What I find in elementary is women can be hard on other women. I think that the 
men at the high school balance that out. Women are still hard on women at the 
high school level. They just have males sprinkled in there. But they are still hard 
on each other. That does not go away.  
 
She went on to say, 
 
I think sometimes men are easier to work with. Even being a woman, that bothers 
me a lot because I don’t feel I’m hard to work with. I can keep a secret. I can offer 
you whatever I have. I won’t manipulate what you said to me and twist and turn it 
and tell somebody else. That is not widespread. 
 
Rita, a central office administrator, observed, “I found that there were more 
women who had issues with women in leadership, which was interesting.” She then 
shared an anecdote about a secretary with whom she worked at the elementary level, 
when she was the principal of the building with no other administrators. “It was like she 
was almost going to go check with a male before doing what I asked her.”  
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Ultimate responsibility. Even among women who moved on to be the single 
administrator in a building or the lead administrator of a central office department, there 
seemed to be some insecurity about being the final say at a high school.  
Maintaining the consistency among the current principals who already occupy the 
seat, neither participant indicated that having or being the final say was ever difficult, 
intimidating, or something she wished not to have. In contrast, current assistants, none of 
whom had an officially titled administrative job prior to this role of assistant principal, 
definitely had feelings about being the final arbiter of decisions being made for the 
building.  
Debra, a current high school assistant principal, struggled with both sides of this 
issue. While she felt competent to make decisions under her purview, she indicated: 
I also feel like sometimes, I feel like I know aspects of my job, I know how they 
have to operate or how they have to work but as much as I don’t want the buck to 
stop with me, sometimes I feel like I make a decision and it gets overridden or, I 
don’t know. Sometimes I feel like, just leave it to me, I’ll take care of it. 
 
She also recognized that not being the building principal allows her more leeway: 
So this job allows the flexibility to walk out at the end of the day, and the buck 
doesn’t stop with me. Whether that’s a great thing to say or not, I know that’s part 
of your study, and it is the truth. 
 
High school assistant principal Kylee realized that with each step up the 
leadership ladder, there are fewer places to place responsibility: 
You know you’re the last call. And that was a big change, I think, from counselor 
to administrator. Like as a counselor, I always had somebody else like I could sort 
of go to or I could kind of blame if I, you know. As an administrator, you don’t 
have that and then really as the principal, you’re kind of that final say.  
 
63 
 
 
Former assistants indicated this concern less than current assistants, perhaps 
because they currently hold positions where they are the final say. Betty, a current central 
office administrator, shared: 
I have become a little bit more assertive, which I think you have to be in this 
position. When you are an assistant, if something happens, while you are still 
responsible, ultimately the person responsible to make the decisions is the 
building principal.  
  
Rita indicated that she sees a different responsibility level at the high school.  
  
Number of kids, graduation requirements, high stakes, I think for a high school, 
and this is gonna [sic] sound, I don’t know, I don’t mean this disrespectfully 
toward the role of superintendent, you can have a superintendent who’s “okay” as 
long as you have a really good high school principal.  
 
Iris, an elementary principal, had a unique experience as acting high school 
principal, so she experienced this phenomenon from both sides—one where she could 
pass the buck, and one where she could not. Her experience when she could not was 
frustrating. 
When you make that shift and you are completely in the seat and there is no one 
else to look up to, right? I have the card that I could always say, well, I tried but 
the principal wouldn’t let me. You always have the way out. When you are seated 
fully in that seat and you are still not able to make the change, and you’re still not 
able to take your building in the direction it needs to go and get buy-in—there’s 
always a roadblock somewhere. That was really challenging and frustrating. 
 
Perception of job allocation and role responsibilities. There was some 
conversation among the participants as to whether the specific responsibilities allocated 
to assistant principals are gender specific, and if the role of principal has some male-
related qualities. They also discussed the perception that the responsibilities of those 
positions vary by gender. How the school community views men and women and their 
administrative responsibilities also emerged as an active undercurrent.  
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Across all cases, there was an underlying conversation about the physicality of 
men in the role of principal and, conversely, the physicality of women in the role of 
assistant when things got physical. Current principals were no different; they spoke about 
the expected appearance and functions of a high school principal as well as the reaction 
of staff members (usually, but not always, men) when female administrators were 
involved in discipline and altercations. 
Amber, a current high school principal, identified the physical attributes and some 
other interests and qualities that sometimes sway people’s thinking as well. 
I think that high school principals, not that this is correct, but high school 
principals are assumed to be strong disciplinarians and proponents of athletic 
programs, and so those two things from a stereotypical standpoint suggest a male. 
I don’t think it is at all required. But I think women or men, either you have the 
skill set or you don’t. I think that that’s why people perceive men at the high 
school level and women at the  elementary level. I think the athletics piece 
has something to do with that, and I definitely think there is perception that you 
have to be strong at the high school, males in particular, and that perhaps a 
woman is not strong enough to do that. 
 
Along these lines, current high school principal Olive said, “There is an unspoken 
confidence in men versus women in the position. To many, a tall man equals confidence 
and success.” 
Regarding discipline, Amber said: 
We don’t have fights very often, but I have no qualms getting involved. I feel like 
it is part of my job. But men in the building, partially because I’m a woman, but 
partially because of my position, move me out of the way. I think it is an effect 
largely of gender.  
 
She went on to say, with regard to fights or known difficult students, “So, I think that 
while they might be apt to a call a male first, it is important to demonstrate that I have the 
same responsibilities as every other administrator.”  
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Current assistants echoed a similar sentiment regarding a sense that even 
physically, women simply did not “fit the bill” of how a high school principal should 
look. While making this statement, Kylee actually sat up straighter and taller, almost 
subconsciously making herself bigger as she spoke about the physicality of a high school 
principal. “I think the biggest thing about the high school [is] like [sic] what the principal 
is supposed to look like, command respect, but like [sic], you have to be, like [sic] a 
presence, and I don’t know that that’s my role.”  
Colleen, a new administrator, got the sense during the first week with students 
that there seemed to be a difference in what fell to her, even when it was not her area of 
responsibility. 
I find I do a lot more than I would if I weren’t the only female. Sometimes girls 
do come directly to me and I’ll say, “Oh, you need to go see Mr. J…” “I don’t 
want to.” So that happens. The first couple of weeks of school I was getting 
frustrated because it was, “Colleen, go tell her about her shirt.” “Colleen, go tell 
her about her shorts.” While I understand why they’re doing it, it does bother me. 
I don’t like being the only one telling the girls they are out of dress code. It makes 
me out to be the, pardon my language, but the bitch as the rest of them just stand 
there and watch.  
 
Debra, another high school assistant principal, has had similar experiences. “I get 
all the dress code kids. Nobody sends a girl with her bra hanging out to the two male 
deans or the male assistant principal. They all come to me.” In hindsight, she recognized 
that these kinds of gender-specific assignments even occurred during the hiring process.  
So the roles are divided. I feel like his [the other assistant principal’s] job has 
more masculine components, if that makes sense. It’s interesting because when I 
applied here, [Kendra’s] position was open. That’s the one I went into, and then 
there was a male in another position. The assistant principal who just left for [a 
high school in a neighboring county], he and I applied at the same time. I got the 
job with the idea that [the principal] wanted him for the following year because 
we knew there was a retirement. I definitely think that for some reason his job has 
more masculine components, if that makes sense.  
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Nancy, also a high school assistant principal, has experienced gender expectations 
and allowances in her building.  
If I have to attend a baseball game for one of my kids, it’s like—well, this is your 
job. But if my principal has to go take care of things with one of his girls, it’s like, 
“Isn’t he such a great dad?” It’s very frustrating. 
 
She went on to say, 
  
It was Administrative Assistants’ Day. So they assume that I’m going to be the 
one to order the flowers and gift cards, right? Like, for you know, National 
Teachers’ Day, I’m always the one that plans the lunch and does all of the stuff.  
 
Some of the women in the group, such as Haley, a current high school principal, 
viewed the roles in her building very clearly but understood that if she were to become 
principal, she would depend on others to help with some of the areas that are newer to her.  
I think I would have to do some more of the non-curricular things, obviously, than 
I do now, and that I have managed to keep my hands so clean of if I wish to. I 
don’t know how much muck [the male former principal] actually had to walk 
through in terms of the silliness. It’s not the silliness but, physical plant and all of 
those things. I can do a budget. I can work with curriculum and I can work with 
teachers. But that’s what teams are made of—right? 
 
Former assistants spoke about the same kinds of issues of physicality, both in 
appearance as well as the physical encounters and expectations of the job. Rita said: 
I’ve worked for male administrators who’ve had those big “presences,” and you 
know, I, and maybe that’s just a personal bias, but I think, well, that’s the PR 
person. All of the real work is being done behind the scenes and isn’t that nice, 
they get to go out and glad-hand people but they’re not really doing the real work. 
 
The issue of job responsibility seemed most noticeable in dealing with 
altercations within the building. Betty, a current central office administrator, felt that her 
relationship with the students overrode her concern about being harmed while trying to 
break up a fight.  
If there was a fight or something, they (the teachers) would want the male 
administrators involved … because we had good relationships with our students, 
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they never would have hurt me. I know in the heat of the moment, people think … 
in the heat of the moment, if we reached in they would stop because they knew, 
whereas if it was a guy it could make the situation even worse.  
  
Later, she said, “People’s perceptions were: ‘What is she going to do? She’s small in 
stature, she’s a girl, is she gonna [sic] rip them apart?’ That’s not happening, so I do get 
that.”  
Current central office administrator Marion, like Nancy, a current assistant 
principal, recognized that there are some mixed perceptions of male involvement with 
their own children.  
When I started my career, you couldn’t even acknowledge that you had children. 
They didn’t want to hear it. You would never say, “I’m going to be late because 
my kid is sick. I’m going to be this. I’m going to be that.” You were expected to 
work like a man who had a wife at home. We joke now, because now the men are 
perfectly fine saying, “I’m going to take a half day because I’m going to my kid’s 
sneak and peek.” It astonishes us. You know, these 30-year-old men are like; I’m 
like, “What, you actually get to acknowledge children? You get to miss work for 
children?”  
 
Ginny said she felt the impact of male and female stereotypes and expectations 
regarding the kinds of tasks assigned to her compared to those of her male counterparts.  
You work all summer, and the master schedule is never done. And I felt that all of 
my tasks that were assigned to me by my principal were never done. There were 
facilities tasks that were assigned to one of the men that were done—count the 
doors. There were things; those task-oriented things were finished. Whether it was 
testing, testing window started, stopped, even sports, I wasn’t the athletic director, 
stopped. All of my tasks never stopped, student activities, different events all of 
the time, even in the summer, orientation. My year never ended, and my tasks 
never stopped.  
 
Approaches to leadership. Women have strong opinions about how they 
approach leadership and what approach to take to engage the greatest number of people. 
The difficulty comes when the stereotypes of women get in the way of doing what seems 
like the natural, intuitive way for each person to lead, or when people choose to work 
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around them or respond differently to women than they do to men. Women’s approaches 
to leadership tend to be of a more transformational nature (Burke & Collins, 2001), but 
some participants’ responses are tinged with concerns about how they think they will be 
perceived because of gender. 
Ten of the women discussed the importance of relationship building and 
communication in their leadership style, along with the impression that it must be 
balanced with an air of firmness.  
Current principal Amber talked about working with faculty and having a staff that 
supports her and works with her and not against her.  
What I’ve been told by colleagues, both on the administrative team and on the 
faculty and from parents is that I’m even keeled. I try very hard to not take things 
personally and I try very hard to be fair and equitable with people and I do my 
very best not to lose my cool.  
 
Olive, the other current principal, indicated: 
I think a person has to be able to connect with people. It’s all about relationships. 
I think that male and female principals do that differently. But I can only speak 
from how I was. I’ve watched men do that. It’s all about athletics. It’s all about 
athletics, in my mind. And in women, it’s more businesslike.  
 
She continued, “Females are more apt to talk about ‘How’s your family?’ Just questions 
that aren’t necessarily athletics. The men for some reason, it seems to go around athletics.” 
Olive went on to discuss the qualities that she thought are important for a high school 
principal: 
I think it’s high energy, and I think that’s both male and female. I think they have 
to be assertive, and that’s a really big one in terms of the difference between men 
and women, and not so much in the way they put their assertiveness out there, but 
in the way they are perceived.  
 
With regard to what she believed her staff would say about her leadership, Olive said: 
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That I was approachable. That I would listen, but that I would be decisive. That I 
was big on consensus. That I would try to involve as many people as I could when 
there was a decision that was going to affect a lot of people. That I supported 
them and when I couldn’t support them there was a really good reason why and 
they were told. 
 
She continued,  
I felt like I was respected, but it could be perceived by faculty as well; you really 
have to work hard in the beginning to let them know who you are and that you are 
not going to take any stuff, you’re not a pushover. I don’t know if men need to 
work that hard. 
 
Still, for seven of the current assistants, others’ perceptions seem to continue to 
keep women from moving forward. Current high school assistant principal Francine said 
it best: 
If a guy is forthright, forthcoming and so forth, they are go-getters. They’re not 
impressive, but motivated and so forth, whereas, women they might think of more 
colorful descriptors for that. I think that it’s just kind of, schools I think are 
paternalistic organizations at their inception and I think that seeing women in 
these kind of positions is new.  
 
Lois, a current high school assistant principal noted, “When we don’t give them [the 
teachers] their way, whatever, you know, they’re at his [the male principal’s] door.”  
Among the former assistants, there seemed to be both reflection on their approach 
in their previous positions as well as recognition about how their leadership style impacts 
the job they currently hold. Kylee said: 
I brought warmth, that I was told by the administration I joined, we are a team of 
four, they told me at the end of the year I brought something they didn’t even 
know they were missing. I brought warmth, I brought compassion, I brought a 
humanistic side in my role, where the three men that were there and I think the 
woman I replaced, did not lead that way.  
 
Central office administrator Jackie said she was  
More motherly, I’ll go with that. Even now, there’s two males and one female, 
and I tease them all the time, they want that female, and they’ve lost that nurture, 
and the nurture went out of the building. Nobody really nurtures.  
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This perception was held among the students. For the teachers at the high school, Jackie 
saw them treat her authority differently: “If they didn’t like your answer…, then they 
went to the principal to see if they’d get a different answer.” 
Marion best described what others said or implied about communication and how 
it impacts decision making and leadership.  
Communication style is very interesting. We’ve had a lot of discussion here about 
that. You know, I think women tend to speak as they’re problem solving. They 
are used to arriving at a decision. Men do more of that internally and then they 
speak. I think you can butt heads, you know. I think sometimes women are like, 
“Please say something, make a decision, do something.” I think sometimes men 
look at us and say, “Please shut up, please stop talking.” I think you are always 
balancing being what’s strong and what’s not being a bitch. That still is out there 
and men never have to really deal with that. 
 
Networking. Networking can be incredibly beneficial if you are on the inside of it, 
but it can limit—and in some cases, completely close—other options if you are not part 
of a specific network, particularly when that network or involvement in it is seen as 
critical to doing the job you have sought. Networking can be a benefit unless it is an 
exclusionary network, in which case, the network serves as an institutional barrier. 
Previous opportunities. Rare is the person who moves directly from classroom 
instruction into high school administration without making at least one other stop along 
the way. Instructional coach, dean, guidance counselor, department head, athletic director, 
union president, and teacher on special assignment—these positions all enhance a 
prospective administrator’s resume and skill set, although none seems to be perceived as 
more important than discipline and athletics. The position that most of the administrators 
who participated in this study held prior to their administrative placement was in 
discipline. One of the current principals, one of the current assistants, and three of the 
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former assistants officially held a position connected to discipline prior to moving into 
their first administrative position, and across all three cases eight participants indicated 
they were athletes in high school or college and/or coached once they joined a teaching 
staff. Athletics, like discipline, is often seen as a position that is a significant stepping-
stone on the way to the high school principalship. Whether the skills attained through 
these positions better prepare candidates as an instructional leader has not been quantified, 
but the perception certainly exists both among those who have the experience and those 
who do not, creating an exclusionary network.  
Within Case 1, the current principals, both participants identified the important 
role that athletics and discipline play in the role of high school principal and emphasized 
the use of having experience in these areas prior to gaining the position of principal. 
While there was some disagreement among the current principals as to the extent of the 
importance of having been a coach or strong athlete to be a strong instructional leader, 
they did agree that the awareness of what was happening in the athletics department—
and, most importantly, visibility at athletic events—was critical to the high school 
principalship. With regard to discipline, both stated that having had experience as a 
disciplinarian and having staff understand that, if necessary, you are comfortable dealing 
with discipline issues as they present themselves are important. 
Amber, the principal of a high school that is nationally recognized for academic 
excellence, believed in the importance of a principal being an instructional leader, 
although she did recognize the importance athletics has played in her career.   
From a female perspective, the coaching piece helped me with men, because I felt, 
still feel, that women with an athletic background are viewed differently from 
women without an athletic background, especially when it comes to discipline and 
meeting management and overall strength. I think people view me as stronger 
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because I was a coach. From an experience standpoint, I dealt with challenging 
parents, I dealt with challenging students, and I dealt with school life beyond the 
classroom, which is always helpful. 
 
She also realized the importance of not just understanding sports but also being present at 
athletic events.  
I’m at most football games, but I’m not at every football game. I make sure I get 
to roughly four to five sporting events in a season per team. That’s my goal. For 
some teams I make it, others I don’t. 
 
Olive, principal of another high school nationally recognized for academic 
excellence, indicated that the athletic piece simply was not that important to be a good 
instructional leader. She said, “I’m sure people who have an athletic background feel like 
they have to have that. I’m here to tell you as one of the principals of one of the highest-
ranking high schools in the area ... guess what?” However, she went on to indicate:  
I never coached. I played softball back in the day, but I was not into, I was more 
into drama, all the musicals, so that was a little hard for me. That was probably 
my weakest link in my repertoire but we always had an athletic director who our 
superintendent really counted on for all of that. Whether he recognized in me that 
that was something that was not my forte. But what I expected is that that person 
kept me abreast of what was going on, and when I didn’t understand it I would 
say, “Tell me, explain that to me, tell me why that is happening.” So, athletics is 
huge. If I had to go back and train for my job again, that is an area I would train in 
but I, you know, there is someone in charge of that. It wasn’t my job. 
 
Amber recognized the importance of having staff know that all administrators, 
men and women, regardless of official roles, are willing to get their hands dirty with 
discipline.  
We had a situation with a very challenging special education student a couple of 
years ago who was being physically aggressive with staff. I thought it was 
important that I took my turn like every other administrator in deescalating that 
student both verbally and physically and addressing situations and responding to 
classroom issues.  
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In the context of discipline, Olive believed that the experience was incredibly 
beneficial for her career path, and that with or without the experience, the right demeanor, 
as someone who is comfortable with discipline, was important.  
I don’t know if I hadn’t done it that way, if I hadn’t gone in as the dean of 
students, I would have felt like, “I can do this,” which was interesting to me. 
Because I got to sit in on those meetings, I got to do discipline that was like, that 
was a whole different world. If you are not cut out for that, forget it, in terms of 
being a building principal. Not that you would do that as a building principal so 
much but you need to have that. 
 
The current assistants were by and large, not responsible for discipline, and if they 
were, it was typically a limited aspect of it. They were not the assistant principals solely 
responsible for discipline. And they seemed to like that arrangement. Debra stated,  
I’m not super comfortable with discipline, and one of the reasons I agreed to go to 
this position is because at the time there was…, I mean occasionally I sign off on 
a suspension or whatever, but they [the deans] usually say, “This is what we 
typically do,” and I say, “Go for it.” So I put a lot of trust in the deans. 
 
The perspective of Haley was that the assistant principals who handle discipline 
were “bouncers.” Discipline is something she would avoid when she could. 
I really do use my role to escape the dirt I don’t want to deal with…. If Bobby 
was punching a kid in the back, and I can discretely step away from that…. I’m 
curriculum, yea, sorry. It’s not that we haven’t stepped into those roles, and I 
don’t know how to do it. It’s just very convenient not to. So it gives me a little 
ivory tower, a little bit sometimes. 
   
Nancy was the only current assistant who had a discipline-based position prior to 
becoming an assistant principal. Thus, while she did not seem to mind handling discipline, 
she did describe the way she handled it because of her background.  
I’m very much restorative in my practices…. I’m very much about the talking and 
the understanding and making a plan than I am about the consequence, and that is 
not viewed well by the teaching staff. They think I am too easy on the kids. Yeah. 
But my background is emotional support, so whether an ES kid is sitting in front 
of me or not, that’s still the mentality that I approach to solve these problems.  
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Lois, a current principal, also struggled with the idea of handling athletics: “I get a 
pit in my stomach when we start talking about athletics because people really feel 
athletics drive the school and it’s so sad because it should be the academics that drive it”. 
For the former assistants, the issue of athletics was greater than discipline. It 
seems that the athletics area was one that they identified as having more to do with the 
high school principalship, and for some, it was a reason they were very happy to walk 
away from the position. Iris, who had a fairly extensive sports background, shared an 
interesting perspective.  
A lot of the discussions, decisions, networking opportunities, interplay happens 
through the sports world. So I was kind of allowed even to stand in the locker 
room if you will, because I could make little connections or little tidbits or follow 
along. If I got zinged, I could zing back. There is a definite difference with 
elementary and how elementary functions and how secondary functions. When 
you remove that sports connection, the academic and the environment and the 
curriculum drive almost all of the conversations. I couldn’t tell you one 
conversation that didn’t include sports. Not just from [the principal], but every 
administrative gathering. And I think that was interesting. If I was a woman, you 
know [the other female assistant] and I have talked about it, she’s not sports [sic], 
and she didn’t get it and it used to infuriate her. I don’t know how you measure 
that. I don’t know how you quantify the impact that has and constantly feeling 
like, you, know you are on the perimeter of the party and dialogue. It’s clear. It’s 
palpable you can feel it you can sense it. It’s there. 
 
Those participants without the experience or connection to sports recognized its 
significance in a comprehensive high school, even if somewhat resentfully. Marion 
addressed the issue as the area where she believed she would have been least prepared to 
step into the role of high school principal: 
Athletics. I think people don’t realize how big a piece of high school principalship 
that is, and when you think about women, I think that’s one of the roadblocks. 
The community is very invested in athletics at a high school, sometimes more 
than academics. And a lot of what you do as high school principal is make sure 
that that piece is working. Even though you have an A.D. there is a lot of 
communication around that, and we used to joke about how many coaches came 
up to become high school principals. That was, somehow if you could coach you 
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could be a high school principal. I think it’s more challenging now because the 
job of high school principal used to be manager and operations specialist, and 
now there is a lot of accountability and need for instructional leadership and those 
skills don’t necessarily come out of that coaching. So, I think when you think 
about women, I think that is some of what holds women back from those 
positions. 
 
Although Rita would not have been prepared to handle the athletics piece of a 
principalship, either, she did not let it bother her. 
So, I didn’t see it as a barrier. I saw it as something I’m not interested in and if I 
really have to spend time on this, I’d rather talk about learning. So I also feel like, 
if someone were to say to me, would you do this, it wouldn’t even cross my mind 
that that would hold me back. I’d just think that’s something someone else is 
going to handle because I’m really not interested. That’s really funny that that’s 
the perception. It wasn’t even on my radar. 
 
Jackie saw the fact that her district was not a sports powerhouse as a reason that a 
woman might be given greater consideration as a high school principal.  
I’ll tease now, the big old boys’ club up there, three men and one woman now. 
But we’re not that sports powerhouse, kind of like [a neighboring district]; we 
don’t have that football mentality. So, I think it would be easier to have a female 
up there. I don’t think you’re gonna [sic] get that pushback and even from the 
board. 
 
Old boys’ club. It is not unusual for people to form bonds over things they have in 
common, such as hobbies, reading interests, athletic activities, music, civic passion, 
marital status, and gender. When gender-based bonds are created in the workplace or 
community, it is often referred to as an “old boys’ club” (Lee, 2014) or OBC. The OBC 
network is not only at play in education. It is still surviving if not thriving in other 
industries as well (Lee, 2014). According to 13 study participants, however, the idea of 
an OBC or lack of trust in a woman’s ability to do the job of high school principal did not 
seem to exist among students or parents and only to a small extent among staff. It seemed 
76 
 
 
to exist among more “veteran” staff members and among those ultimately responsible for 
making hiring decisions.  
For current principals, the OBC seemed to be less of an issue than it was for either 
Case 2, current assistants or Case 3, former assistants. Amber only alluded to this 
(without calling it an OBC mentality) in reference to her hiring.  
I do think the fact that I had been a coach weighed into them making their 
decision. When it comes to the piece about discipline, this is a district that, at least 
through the end of this year, has deans, which is a different model from most high 
schools in the area. I think because they have deans, they see the principal as an 
instructional leader. 
 
Olive saw OBC behavior in decision-making at the district level and readily 
identified the behaviors more specifically by name with regards to the relationships that 
exist among men that do not seem to extend to women.  
I think that there were things that I felt got done behind closed doors at a higher 
level that a bunch of men were making, not necessarily decisions, but things being 
talked about that I wasn’t part of. I’m not sure if it was because I was female or 
because I was a principal and they were upper administrators. I’m not sure. 
 
She also saw it in how they networked with each other and supported each other.  
The old boys’ club was in full effect. Men help and support their buddies; they do 
business on the golf course and over drinks; men become enlightened about what 
other opportunities are available and what other opportunities their friends are 
interested in—women aren’t privy to those conversations if they aren’t invited. 
When men mess up, their buddies pull them in and tell them and then protect 
them as needed. When women mess up, no one says anything. 
  
Current assistants have seen this behavior in much more destructive ways than 
current principals. They have seen it directly impact their career movement as well as 
their day-to-day activities. Nancy, for example, indicated that she is the outsider on her 
administrative team. She shared several illustrations, but the one most indicative of OBC 
behavior was: 
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I’m not in the boys’ club. And like for example, this weekend is the golf weekend, 
so all the male members at the cabinet level and two out of three male 
administrators in the building are going down to Dewey Beach for the weekend to 
go golfing. And that’s happened, that happens twice a year, every year for all of 
them. I’m just not in the boys’ club. 
 
Haley’s building principal left mid-year. When he did, he was very upfront with 
her about the fact that the board had indicated they wanted her to act as interim principal 
until a formal search could be conducted, and what his plans were: 
I was told [by him that] they wanted me to do it, and my boss said no. He wanted 
[Simon, the other assistant principal] to have it. He said as much to me. It was 
very raw to me. I haven’t told anyone in the building. It is none of their business. 
He said, “I told them you didn’t want it.” He had been supporting Simon in his 
efforts to become a building 1 principal. “He’s my guy. So, I told them Simon 
should do it.”  
  
The board never contacted her directly to offer her the position, but a board member did 
see her later and asked why she turned it down. Once the position was posted as a 
permanent one, she decided to apply. She had staff members ask her if or why she was 
going to go up against Simon. It would be interesting to know if anyone asked Simon if 
or why he was going up against Haley. 
Lois sought guidance from her former principal when she was starting to feel a bit 
burned out, “And so, I kind of looked for guidance at the guy who was principal here 
before, and it was definitely the old boys’ network. Women didn’t stand a chance. They 
really didn’t.” She saw this mentality in the school board. When asked about the 
likelihood that the board would hire a woman, she indicated, “They’re afraid of any 
woman who they think can outthink them, and I think that’s why they selected this guy.”  
Across two cases, Case 2 (current assistants) and Case 3 (former assistants), 
participants offered more specific examples of OBC behavior shared and how it impacted 
their career movement. They also believed it was how this network of men viewed these 
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women and whether they would be able to lead the building if they had gotten the 
position of high school principal. 
Paula witnessed impediments to career movement that were not just internal to the 
district. Rather, they extended into the larger community and its politics and politicians. 
I think they would have said they would have been open to a female principal at 
the high school, but I don’t know that they would have. Just because there is a 
good old boy network, and I’m sure there is somebody out there that knew 
somebody, truthfully, it’s the party that makes the decisions. 
 
When Iris took the position of assistant principal, she entered an administrative 
team that was comprised solely of men. While that changed over time, as the gender 
distribution balanced out on the team, she saw OBC behavior first hand. 
When I came in, the dynamic of the secondary administration, I worked with all 
men. It was all, the original old-school regime. The interaction, the demeanor, the 
conversations,  the tone, was very different between and amongst each other than 
it was between and amongst me. 
 
When asked whether she believed the school community would be open to a 
female high school principal, Iris responded: 
I don’t think there would have been any type of a problem from the younger, less 
veteran teachers, and I don’t [know] another way to say it. But the old boys’ club 
that is alive and well. In order for things to move forward, there would have been 
things that needed to be shook up and [the principal] and I had thought about all 
of the time. He had been very open and honest with that. In order to shake those 
things up, a lot of changes would need to happen especially, within the old boys’ 
club. And in that community with that all of the pieces of the puzzle, that would 
have been a monumental task. And me being a female, doing that would have…. 
There’s nobody that could tell me that me doing all of that as a female … would 
be perceived very differently than it being done by a male.  
 
During an interview with a former colleague of Iris, there was a lot of 
conversation outside the office door where we were recording. Betty went to ask the 
group outside the door to be a little quieter because of the interview. One of the people 
talking outside of the office was the former principal. He asked what the interview was 
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about, and Betty shared the topic with him. He popped his head in to introduce himself. 
He indicated to the researcher that if he had been allowed, he would have had all female 
assistant principals. This vision certainly is different from the organization that was in 
place prior to his hiring of two females and from the current administration in the 
building, which is comprised of three male assistant principals, one male building 
principal, and two male deans. This comment certainly begged the question, “Who 
wouldn’t allow you to hire all females?” 
In reference to the district-wide leadership team, Ginny identified the damage of 
the OBC mentality has had both in her previous district and her in current one. In her 
previous district, the high school principal’s job was posted only for people already 
sitting in secondary principal positions. Assistant principals could not apply.  
The reason was, I’m gonna [sic] tell you the truth, the principal leaving told the 
superintendent, he did not think myself or another male, there were three of us, 
should get the job. And when I confronted him about it saying, “Is this true?” he 
said, quote: “You don’t want the job, trust me.” And when I said back to him, 
“You interfered in my professional life, my personal decision.” He said, “You 
don’t want the job.” He, thinking [he was] doing me a favor limited three assistant 
principals in the building, one of which was there nine years.  
 
In her current district, Ginny has seen OBC behavior play out differently, perhaps 
not as up front as the previous district but still impactful. 
Yes, it’s a good old boys’ club. I’ve heard sexist comments. My credentials are 
higher than many. I’m not in a position at least this year where I feel like I have 
any clout at all. And the one time I thought I was just sharing just a need I had 
early on in the year, bit me, so I don’t say anything to anybody anymore. I can’t 
share at meetings, so I don’t share, so I just listen and go back and do the best I 
can. 
 
The presence of the OBC is not unique to certain districts. Marion said, “I still 
feel at the county level, there’s a very strong boys’ network. We have had a couple of 
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female supers I have worked with or have known. But I still think there’s a pretty good 
boys’ network.” 
While participants in all three groups recognized and in some way identified OBC 
behaviors within their districts, it seemed that the group that felt least impacted or least 
inhibited by it was the group of women who had already made it to the seat of high 
school principal. With the heightened recognition that existed among the other two 
groups, one has to question whether the women in Case 1, current principals, have, with 
limited membership privileges, been taken into the OBC. 
Research question 1 summary. Institutional barriers are created in a variety of 
ways by various groups of people. Figure 2 displays three general ways in which this 
happens, through networks, knowledge, and perceptions. In some cases, negative 
stereotypes are created and carried out by women themselves. Other barriers, such as 
gender-defined roles, exclusionary networks, and expectations of positions, are created 
and nurtured by the institutions themselves. Even the way a woman leads is weighted 
with thoughts about how what she will do or say is perceived because of her gender. 
Generally, current principals seemed to be least affected by these barriers, perhaps 
because they have already hurdled over them.  
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Figure 2. Visualization of perceived institutional barriers. 
 
 
 
Research Question 2 
 
What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators who have 
pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
There are two themes that encapsulate the personal barriers women perceive as 
keeping them from pursuing the high school principalship: demands outside school hours 
and their family and home commitments. While there is some overlap between these two 
areas, they have their own distinct characteristics that are identified throughout this 
section.  
Demands outside school hours. This theme was noted across all cases and all 
participants, with one exception of a participant who was single with no children. The 
participants saw a clear difference between the job as instructional leader and the job as 
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principal of a comprehensive high school. The expectation that the instructional leader 
job required more time than an eight-hour day would allow was not the concern of these 
women. All but three had been classroom teachers prior to taking an administrative 
position, so they understood that the work did not end when the last bell rang. The 
additional hours outside the workday required to successfully fulfill the role of principal 
of a comprehensive high school seemed to be the time that was so difficult for these 
women to commit.  
While they may have covered some of these events as an assistant principal, the 
perceived expectation that the principal would have to attend all of the dances, overnight 
field trips, stage productions, music concerts, athletic events, academic competitions, art 
shows, award ceremonies, boosters’ events, prom, and post-prom because people 
expected to see the principal, not just an assistant, seemed to be the tipping point for 
study participants.  
Both current principals in Case 1 recognized the amount of time required outside 
the school day could be intimidating, especially to a woman with a family. Amber 
suggested that this situation forces highly competent women into positions other than 
high school principal: “We have two mothers who are curriculum directors, and one 
mother who is a special ed director. Those central office jobs seem to be more amenable 
to home life and assistant principal jobs and things like that.” Olive identified how she 
believes the job needs to be done and what that takes and how it may impact time outside 
of the school day.  
You have to certainly be passionate—they have to want to be there. I was a big 
stickler for putting time in, like—you can’t rush home. You have to be willing to 
put the time in on those jobs. It’s just the way it is. People need to see you and it’s 
not because you want to be a politician shaking hands. It’s because they need to 
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know that their kids are being cared for by someone who feels like this is home to 
them too, and that’s just the way it is. 
 
The current assistants were the only participants who may actively seek a high 
school principal position in the near future. Perhaps because of this unique situation, for 
the members of this group, the perceived personal barriers seemed more relevant and 
immediate. For them, the issue of hours outside the school day was a significant barrier to 
moving forward to a high school principal position. They were aware of it, and through 
the following discussion of research question 2, it becomes clear how those barriers have 
been realized for them. For members of Case 2, the perceived barriers were vast and 
broke down into three sub-themes. 
 Perpetually on-call. Kylee discussed the 24/7 availability required of 
administrators, beyond the school day and beyond the predetermined activities, athletics, 
and events.   
At first…, it’s so exciting, like you know they give you a laptop, they give you a 
phone; they give you a great parking spot. And then you realize all those things 
come with a price. The phone they gave me, when it rings on Saturdays, I have to 
answer it and have to deal with whatever it is they are calling about. You know, it 
definitely feels like this job is consuming more of my time and attention than 
maybe [my previous position]. That one was tough. You didn’t go home and put 
everything away. But this is a lot more. 
 
Lois was cognizant of the many hours she would put in beyond the workday and 
work week.  
I used to work like a human slave. I was easily 12 hours a day and wouldn’t even 
feel it—12, 14 hours a day, Saturday, Sunday whatever, evenings. I didn’t care, 
the custodian and I across the street, you know, we were on a first name basis all 
the time. Because he would let me know, I’m leaving now, so are you.  
 
By their very nature, high schools have more events than other buildings. 
Francine said, 
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There is a trade-off. I mean high school principal, like I said they are the flagship 
school. They are very visible positions and so, the winter concert, the talent show, 
the fashion show, the homecoming dance, the homecoming game, so there is a big 
expectation that you are gonna [sic] be everywhere all the time. So I think that is 
the trade-off. As an assistant principal, I have the responsibilities but not [the 
same] as the building principal. If the building principal is not there, people take 
note of it. And that is a challenge for anybody, especially if you have a family. 
 
Division of labor. Some of these difficulties can be managed with a reasonable 
division of labor among the members of the administrative team, although it seems 
Nancy felt her experience with division of labor did not work. She, like many other 
assistant principals throughout the county, worked as the administrator for their 
Alternative Education for Disruptive Youth (AEDY) program. Although this additional 
evening responsibility should be taken into account when dividing job responsibilities 
and after-school commitments, it does not seem to work for this team of administrators. 
She explained, “We do try to share, but I’m here later because of the [program]. For me, 
the majority of it falls on me, which wasn’t the intention initially, but that seems to be 
what has happened over time.” She also noted that this situation was not the only time 
when the established division of labor was not consistently followed. 
Saturday detention, and I don’t do all of them. We’re supposed to rotate through, 
but if somebody can’t make it, it seems to always fall on me. So, I’ve actually 
scheduled it out, and I think I’ve done about 75% of the Saturday detentions this 
school year. 
 
Lois discussed the topic of shared events calendars and that for an effective, 
involved principal, the division of labor is not always the solution. 
We do share the weight, but you know I think if I were going to be principal, I’d 
like to be there. I’d like to attend as many functions as possible. I want the 
students to know that I’m there for them. So yes, I could see that easily as being a 
deal breaker. 
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Greater number of hours at the high school compared to other positions. 
Kylee’s comments highlighted a key difference between the demands of middle school 
and high school for building administrators and females in particular. The greater need 
for availability at the high school was evident. And she saw that as the principal, that 
demand would become even greater.  
It’s definitely a bigger time commitment than I was expecting, especially coming 
from middle school where, you know, they have after school activities and things. 
But I mean there’s always something going on at the high school, and we try to 
cover all of it, and this is a big time commitment, and it’s a little bit scary being a 
35-year-old female who does not have a family yet but wants one.  
 
As a young, single administrator, Kylee, recognized the impact all the evening events had 
on her social life. “You’re just starting to date somebody and you’re like [sic], ‘I’m sorry, 
this weekend, I have junior prom, I can’t.’” She went on to say:  
I mean, our principal, he’s great. He goes to as much stuff as he can. Sometimes, I 
don’t know how his wife puts up with it. He has three children at home, and he’s 
trying to balance everything, but he’s here a lot, and I don’t think that that’s 
necessarily the case at the middle school. 
 
These constant disruptions to a normal schedule, with additional responsibilities that can 
pop up at any time, are trying for any administrator, but if one has a spouse who does not 
appreciate this aspect of the job, things can become more difficult.  
Colleen, with less than five years of experience in her assistant principal position, 
said that her husband, a private school teacher, struggled with her hours.  
Like, he has to be at the prom, but he doesn’t have to be at a football game. And 
he’s not seeing—he works at an all girls’ school, too, so there are no football 
games. So he is not seeing the principal or assistant principal in his building doing 
the things that I have to do. He never quite understood when I said, “There’s 
going to be a lot of nights, there’s going to be a lot of weekends.” He listened but 
didn’t really hear. So there are times that he gets like, “Again? You have to be 
there again?” And he just doesn’t, he doesn’t—he gets frustrated. 
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The former assistants in Case 3 saw firsthand and stepped away from the extreme 
hours, the nearly required attendance at every event, the expectation of 24/7 availability. 
In some instances, people tried to convince them that the job was manageable if they 
altered the division of labor. Iris had been solicited by the acting superintendent to take 
the high school principal’s position. He attempted to make the job more manageable to 
this single mother. She explained: 
The superintendent, the acting superintendent at that time, was trying to negotiate 
a deal of getting me to stay. It was very easy for him to say, “Don’t do dances, 
don’t do this, set up a structure where you don’t do that.”  
 
But for her, this was an unacceptable compromise.  
I couldn’t just be at home enjoying my family knowing that there are 800 people 
in the high school, and I don’t know what’s going on. And I don’t think it’s fair to 
lead from a place where you tell other people to do it, and you are not there 
yourself.  
 
In Ginny’s case, she felt that often times she was left with a lot of the building 
principal’s responsibilities. Although she saw them passed off to an assistant principal, 
she felt that as a principal, they would be her responsibilities.  
I was at every dance. I was at every musical performance. I was at all of these 
events. He would come in and leave. I was there to introduce them, and I was 
there to thank everyone at the end. I was there until the last kid got picked up 
from the prom. I was there until 5:00 a.m. when everybody went to the after prom. 
So my minutes in a day or in a week far exceeded his.  
 
She summarized in this way: “Being a high school administrator comes with a heavy 
burden. The biggest burden is extreme hours. The hours beyond the regular school day I 
categorize as extreme. Many evening events, many very early morning events, many 
weekend events.” 
Paula said, “I just didn’t see it as an attractive position at that point for the amount 
of additional hours that you’re gonna [sic] have to put in, the commitment.” Iris echoed 
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these sentiments: “I’m not interested in being a high school principal, once I saw the 
scope of the position, and I don’t know that I ever will be interested in being high school 
principal.” The constant need to be available does not create favorable conditions for a 
working mother, as Betty indicated simply: “I knew that the commitment and the 
constant on-call piece was not for me.” 
Other participants, who worked with teams that equitably distributed 
responsibilities and evening events, felt a level of commitment that could not be 
represented on a calendar of events. Jackie discussed the fact that events were shared 
among the entire administrative staff, but that arrangement still lacked efficiency for the 
team members. 
We would divide things up, even if you divide things, I think, the freshmen dance, 
the kids still want to see you when they are walking in. They don’t care if you are 
there all night, but they want to see you when they’re walking in the door. So … 
then you stay, ‘til [sic] they came, and then even if you left before the dance was 
over, it still was pretty much all of your night. 
 
Family and home commitments. Whether it was a spouse, aging parents, 
children, or yet-to-be-born children, these women were very aware of the expectations of 
the high school principal’s position and what they would mean in relation to the 
commitments they had at home. Ten women gave the caveat that while many of these 
responsibilities could be assumed by their spouse, they believed it was their 
responsibility. Seven of the women recognized that it may not be like this in all homes, 
but for them to be successful at home, something had to give at work or vice versa.  
Both current principals spoke of second-shift issues (Hochschild & Machung, 
2003) and balance. When women go home from work, they are often going home to more 
work. Amber discussed the importance of making the decision not to have children, 
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which in some ways allowed her the opportunity to find more balance between home and 
work— an option that women with children at home are less likely to find. Amber 
shared: 
I’m fortunate, and I think this is one of the other questions on your list…. I don’t 
go home to children and a demanding spouse. I go home to a spouse who is very, 
“Whatever you need is fine.” I have dogs that lower my blood pressure. When I 
can, I exercise and practice yoga and cardio to try to keep my blood pressure in a 
good place, so those are all the things I try to do. Also, my predecessor worked 
very long days and long weekends and tried to get to everything all of the time. I 
had done a lot of reading about the fact that the average principal only has a 
slightly longer lifespan than the average superintendent of about four years, and I 
didn’t want that for myself. I believe in committing to a district. I believe in 
creating a sense of family in a school. I decided a long time ago that I would be as 
visible as I could be and still maintain balance in my life.  
 
For Olive, the balance was with evening events and the workload and her home 
life. A mentor’s words stayed with her throughout her tenure. He told her, “The 
principal’s position is not a job, it’s a lifestyle.” That message is one that she said stuck 
with her and impacted her choice of when she would take on an administrative role where 
her time would be less her own.  
I don’t think a man would have been worried about rushing home. I saw it with 
my own husband’s career. He traveled. He wasn’t worried about where everyone 
was at 7:00 at night and how this one was getting to soccer and how this one was 
getting to musical rehearsals. He wasn’t. It wasn’t his concern, and I think 
because it was my concern all my life, that was always in the back of my mind.  
 
Once she did take on the position, her experience validated her mentor’s comment about 
it becoming a lifestyle.  
I mean, you know, I went to almost every Friday night football game. My 
husband would come with me. You are out a lot. You are out a lot. I live three 
minutes from the school. I don’t know that I could have done that if I didn’t live 
this close. I’d run home, I’d freshen up. I’d have a little dinner with my husband 
and then I would go back to school and be there for three more hours because 
that’s what I needed to do to feel like I was balancing everything. That was 
probably one of the hardest things in my job.  
 
89 
 
 
These hours outside the school day exist for assistant principals as well as the lead 
principal, but it seems the expectation, whether from the community or from the woman 
herself, is that she (as principal) would attend most if not all events and be involved with 
any of those unplanned events that arise. These extended hours become a greater barrier 
as the commitments to family and home increase. This challenge can be seen as a 
personal barrier to becoming a high school principal but as an assistant, it is manageable 
with a spouse who is understanding of the commitment and other team members who 
share responsibilities.  
Debra explained how the time after hours and the unexpected events may keep 
her out of the principal’s office, but for now, her situation is working for her and her 
husband. Debra’s husband is a central office administrator in another district closer to 
their home. She sees his participation having to do less with gender and more with a 
reasonable understanding on both of their parts about what they have to do to make their 
family function: “What’s nice about his position is he’s not building-based, so if my kid 
throws up at school, he’s often the one who can run out and go pick him up.” She 
continued, “And when I call him at 4:00, and I’m supposed to pick up the kids and I say, 
‘We have a major kid emergency here,’ or a suicidal kid, he can drop things, and he goes.” 
This common understanding of each other’s work commitments seemed to make their 
family commitments more manageable for both of them.  
Oh, yeah [sic]. He totally gets it, and he has a lot of night events too. You’d be 
surprised with how many night events a math supervisor has but, elementary 
schools each usually have a math night, and there are 10 elementary schools, then 
there’s the middle school transition meeting, and then there’s the high school 
transition meeting. Then there are board meetings, and he goes to about three a 
year, so we’re constantly juggling night events. He totally gets it, and we have a 
complete agreement. 
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For those women who still want to pursue the high school principalship, these 
barriers become more real as they navigate their assistant principal positions. Colleen, for 
example, had a family and was already concerned as an assistant about the lack of time 
she had with her young son.  
When I do start to contemplate that next step of becoming a principal, it will be 
high school. I have no desire to become an elementary principal. I know a lot of 
people go to elementary eventually because there are no nights, which is more 
conducive to the family role that I am missing. 
 
These issues become greater when there are children at home, or the woman 
wants to have children and has to determine how the decision to have children fits into 
the schedule of a 12-month employee who is also a mom and sometimes the breadwinner. 
Nancy’s recommendations for young women considering administration was to openly 
acknowledge and recognize the all-consuming potential the job has before committing to 
it. 
I said to them, “You know [sic], if you’re starting a family, start your family and 
get into a routine with that, that you’re comfortable with before you change your 
position. The change is big, and it impacts every aspect of your life, and you can’t 
walk out the door when you think you can walk out the door, and you can’t you 
know, think your weekends are always going to be free because they’re not 
always free.” There’s plenty that needs to get done. It’s a never-ending list. 
 
Francine shared the secret to being able to commit to her career when she did. “If 
I didn’t have the husband that I have, there is no way I would have ever gotten out of the 
classroom just because I am committed to high quality work.” 
For those women who want to have children once they are in an administrative 
position, Colleen identified some significant areas of concern that might impact their 
plans. 
I’m the breadwinner in my family, so if I’m not getting a paycheck for six weeks 
or 12 weeks, my son’s not in daycare, so how do you create a master schedule 
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with a toddler and a newborn? (Laughs.) I’m overthinking it. No…, but I’m not 
there yet, but it’s the reality and the pressure that I think about it. 
 
She also had concerns about the duration of leave: 
Twelve weeks is not a long time when I’m looking at it from the mom perspective, 
but it’s a long time looking at it from the principal perspective. If I’m not able to 
plan appropriately, how do you take 12 weeks off in the middle of the school 
year? … I don’t know what the logistics are. I know I get a 12-week FMLA 
leave—I don’t know whether administrators are allowed to take maternity … 
umm [sic], actually it would be interesting to ask.  
 
Colleen also had concerns about the implications taking leave would have on her career.  
 
An assistant principal, a man, told me, “Have your kids while you’re teaching and 
then think about administration.” I didn’t feel that pressure as a teacher because 
you can easily hire a sub to do my job for a semester or a year or two. It’s just the 
pressure, and I want to do a good job, and I want a good reputation, and I don’t 
want them to be like, “Oh, yeah, she came in and worked for a year and then had 
a baby and then took a year off.’ 
 
The former assistants focused more on the issue of being the only or the default 
parent and how that identifying factor created an obstacle for family and home 
responsibilities.  
Paula who did not have children saw the pressure on all female administrators 
regardless of their outside lives. “I don’t think anyone is responsive to the pressures that 
are on us and whether that’s family pressures or whether that’s life.” 
Marion indicated her own expectations, which are greatly reflected in the larger 
society.  
I mean I was an only parent. Maybe that was a bit of a difference. There wasn’t 
sort of a backup parent. But, I think even if that other parent was there, my own 
values in terms of what an appropriate mother should be doing. I think that’s very 
difficult. 
 
Rita observed: 
There is an inequity—if you are the default parent, and I think more women are—
which is a generalization, it’s not true for everyone, but you are the default parent, 
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and you are responsible for some of those drop-off/pick-up carpool, pick-up 
things. It doesn’t work as easily. 
 
 Figure 3 illustrates the factors that have a great impact on whether or not a woman  
 
pursues the positions of high school principal or when she pursues the position. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Visualization of perceived personal barriers. 
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that women were discouraged came under the themes of demands outside of school hours 
and family and home commitments. Both themes described what the perceived barriers 
were and how they affected participants’ professional progress. This section reports 
findings on how participants described how these barriers impacted their pursuit or their 
plan to pursue the high school principalship. 
Demands outside of school hours. The demands on principals outside school 
hours are great at the high school level, and these expectations are certainly a major 
reason why the current assistant principals in this study considered staying away from the 
high school principalship.  
Within Case 2 (current assistant principals), two of eight women were definitely 
planning to pursue the high school principalship. Both women had fewer than two years 
of experience in their current position. A third current assistant was interested in the 
principalship position that was open in her building, but she was unsure if she would look 
elsewhere for a high school principalship if she were not to get this open position. Two 
women, one in year one and the other with over 10 years of experience in administration, 
were unsure of their plans to pursue the position, although the veteran seemed to be 
leaning toward pursuing a high school principalship. Three of the current assistants has 
no inclination to apply for the position of high school principal.  
Women in educational administration as well as other careers give serious 
consideration to positions that are best for them and their families (Jamieson, 1995). The 
understanding that the high school principalship is more taxing on one’s time was 
exemplified in Debra’s comment about moving to other positions and the issues that she 
considered when those opportunities arose. 
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I currently have four kids, ages 10 years, twin 6 year olds, and a 3 year old. That 
impacts my goals because a lot of times I think about what [the principal] does, 
and she’s going to nighttime sports. She’s here three or four nights a week, and 
personally, I would rather be at my own kids’ sporting events. 
 
She went on to say:  
They’ve asked twice about an elementary position. I think if I made a move, it 
would be an elementary. I think that, I just don’t have that interest in sports, ya 
[sic] know, [the principal] is so involved in all the sports stuff, and I think, “I’m 
glad it’s her.” If I did [move] it I think it would be elementary, I don’t think I’d be 
a high school principal. I just don’t think I could make all of the nighttime 
commitments. 
 
Similar to Kylee’s earlier observation about high school vs. middle school, Lois 
recognized that other administrative positions did not require the same amount of 
additional time, and that those positions may be more conducive to a female 
administrator: 
I think elementary is much more conducive to it, although you get home a little bit 
later, you don’t have the nighttime activities, the games, the Saturdays. There’s 
just not as much going on. Easily, a very active high school principal could be out 
every night of the week because there’s always something going on and you do 
want to have a presence, an administrative presence. 
 
Nancy, who said she had no interest in being a high school principal, discussed 
the 24/7 availability issue. She pointed out it is not just about receiving the information 
that is disruptive to your time away from the building; it is also about creating a plan for 
the next school day. “I have all the police and fire cell phone numbers in my phone, and 
they’ll text me on the weekends and tell me stuff that happened so that I’m ready on 
Monday morning.”  
The difference in time demanded at the high school level compared to other levels 
of administration may be best realized by former assistant principals who have moved on 
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to other administrative roles. They have made the decision; they have experienced the 
barriers to the high school principalship firsthand.  
In Case 3, two of the seven women were assistant principals in buildings where a 
new principal was put in place less than three years after they left. Two others had new 
principals within the year they left. Men filled all four of these principals’ positions. 
For one elementary principal (Ginny) who has moved from the high school 
assistant principal’s position, which she enjoyed, it is very clear to her that the differences 
she sees between high school principals and their elementary counterparts are vast and 
significant for her and her family’s well-being: 
To go back to a high school principalship would be back to that lifestyle. I would 
have stayed happily because I was loving every second, but now that I’m here, I 
see that it’s better circumstance for me. I wouldn’t go back to those hours. Loved 
the stamina, loved the endurance, loved the hubbub, but the sheer fact of all those 
hours, I wouldn’t go back. 
 
She continued, “Currently? Now? Elementary principal is the most attractive 
option/career move. Hours are good. I tend to be thinking about all of these hours. That 
was such a burden over four years.” 
Ginny mirrored these feelings by saying, “Central administrators are compensated 
better, but elementary schools—there is a good understanding of my circumstances. 
People here are having babies, people here have young children, people here work with 
young children.” The implication of Ginny’s comment was that the best job placement 
for a working mom is with people who are attempting to balance the same things in life. 
During her tenure at the high school, Iris’s life circumstances changed rather 
significantly. She entered the assistant principal’s position as a single woman with no 
children. While she was an assistant, she decided to adopt a little girl, which changed 
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life’s priorities. After the adoption of her daughter, she became acting principal at the 
high school where she had been an assistant. 
I was actually the principal at the end of my tenure there. The previous principal 
moved up to a director’s position and I had replaced him as acting principal and 
was offered the position. And I did not want the position. At that point, with life’s 
circumstances as they were…. I’m not interested in being a high school principal 
once I saw the scope of the position, and I don’t know that I ever will be 
interested in being high school principal. 
 
Rita reflected on a time when she was asked by her superintendent to move to an 
elementary principal’s position, and she had concerns about being the lead principal 
given what she already knew about administration at the high school and the amount of 
time outside of the school day:  
So I thought about it, and I was really reluctant and I said, “I have small kids, and 
I don’t think that’s right.” So he said, “Go talk to the guy over there now, he has 
small kids too.” And I thought, “He also has a wife at home, who’s not working.” 
So I did go talk to him, and asked what are the number of nights and that sort of 
thing.  
 
Family and home commitments. Family and home commitments may be the 
singularly most impactful barrier to women taking on the high school principalship. 
Home life impacts a multitude of events in a woman’s life that can affect her overall 
career trajectory as well as her pursuit of continuing education.  
Among the current assistants, Francine, who entered administration later in her 
career, indicated how her family impacted the timing of her career path: “In 2005, I went 
to [a local university], in the meantime I also had pursued a PhD program at [a local Ivy 
League university] in science and math ed., got married, had my son. That kind of 
changed my focus to my family.” 
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Debra also commented about career and education. 
Do I wish I had my doctorate before I had my kids, or was at least close? Because 
now, like I said, do I really want to be out at classes when I could be at my son’s 
baseball or soccer game or something like that? So from a tradeoff standpoint? 
I’m comfortable with the tradeoff. I don’t feel like I’ve really missed out on 
anything because this is my life. It’s a tradeoff, but I’m a working mom, and I’m 
able to go do my kids’ stuff at the end of the day or on the weekends. 
 
She has been offered two elementary principal positions in her district; she turned down 
both because of where she was from a maternity perspective. 
Once, I was pregnant, so I was like, yeah [sic], I’m gonna [sic] have this baby a 
month before school starts, it’s not happening. It’s not a good first impression, 
right? I’m gonna [sic] be out on maternity leave. And the other time, it was after I 
had my fourth, and I was like, you know. 
 
Family and home commitments make women constantly question the dual roles 
they have taken on. Being married to a teacher makes Colleen’s situation somewhat 
unique among this group in that he is available in the summer and during holidays when 
she is not, and he is home at an earlier hour than some parents working outside of 
education.  
So I think if you look at the number of hours it might be equal but … my son 
definitely has a penchant for my husband, and that has been incredibly difficult 
for me. I resent it a lot of times and I’m very worried…. This is going to be my 
first summer working a whole summer. I was hired August 1st so it was three 
weeks before my husband went back to school, so it was only three weeks that 
they were home together, but they’re going to be home together all summer, and I 
think that is just going to enhance the … relationship between them and 
emphasize my inability to be around as much. So while I compare it to a 
stereotypical man’s work—if the man is out working longer hours, and bringing 
in the bigger paycheck and mom is taking care of the kid—I’m kind of the man in 
that relationship, but I still want to be that primary caregiver. It’s hurtful; it’s hard 
to deal with. 
  
98 
 
 
Similar to Colleen’s concerns, other participants pointed out the specific needs at 
home as well as the expectations women set for themselves. For Lois, adopting her 
children changed everything.  
And once they came along it became very different. I had to go home. I had 
homework to do. I had clothes to wash. I had, I had, I had you know meals to prep, 
lunches to pack, very different and I started looking at it differently. 
 
Nancy talked about the dilemma of dual roles and tradeoffs in this way: 
Dinnertime, I do not eat dinner with my kids. A lot of baseball games. I’m getting 
better at that, though. Homework, my mom does homework with the kids. I’m the 
one who is the trained professional and should be doing homework with them, 
and she does it with them every night. So, that is kind of difficult because I would 
rather be there doing that with them. But, you know, you do what you need to do. 
And get to as many games as I can and try to balance it out, but it’s a lot. 
 
It seems that motherhood and the principal’s career path is a catch-22. It is hard to 
pass up the opportunity when it presents itself, but one does not know what the future 
holds regarding family. It is hard to put family on hold indefinitely because one does not 
know when or if the career opportunity will present itself. The questions women have to 
consider regarding the principalship and motherhood are varied: Do I have children if I 
want the job? I want children, so when do I have them—before or after I get the 
administrative job? I have children, but I want this job—how old do they have to be 
before I can pursue it in earnest? Will I possess the physical stamina needed to do the job 
if I wait too long because I wanted my children to be old enough first? These questions 
and the dilemma were not lost on the participants in Case 2, the current assistants.  
Kylee, who does not yet have children, said, “I don’t know how it would work to 
take off time to have children. That’s a little scary. I just think the time and the 
commitment to it.” Nancy, who is raising her sister’s three children, described her timing 
differential in this way: 
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I will say when I first took the job I only had one—my, the nine year old. I’ve had 
since he was a baby, and so it was a lot easier to manage. Things happened with 
my sister over time, and I ended up with all three. And that was not exactly what I 
had planned, but we’re working it out so it’s more than I had expected when I 
initially took the job. I would have stayed in the classroom longer. 
The internal struggle about being a woman who follows her career dreams and 
one who wants to be a mother is real. Colleen showed this inner conflict throughout her 
interview. This turmoil is best illustrated in the following statements. 
If I had gotten that job, obviously I would have, you know, my theory is, I have to 
give them at least a year, and I don’t think…. I don’t know, at this point, I would 
maybe be pregnant, but I don’t think that I may have had a child yet. 
 
For Colleen, the issue of timing was not simply when to have children (before or 
after taking an administrative position): “If I didn’t get the job, we knew, if I didn’t get 
the job we were going to have a baby.” It is literally about the logistics of when to have a 
child:  
Everybody knows I want another child, so it’s not a secret, but I have not felt 
comfortable asking the questions yet because I haven’t been here a year, I don’t 
want them to think that I’m like…. In fact, one of the other assistants—I work 
with three men, two other assistants and the building principal—and one of the 
other assistants said to me, “So when are you getting pregnant?” and I was like, “I 
don’t know,” and we were all kind of joking around, and I was saying like, “I 
kind of need to have a baby in May or June so that I can be out for the summer, 
come back in September….” I was just joking around, but the one guy was like, 
“Oh, God, we’re gonna [sic] have to replace you? We just hired you.”  
 
The matter of timing does not only pertain to having children. As a woman, the 
idea of being a caretaker does not simply end when your children are grown. Francine 
explained: 
If the building principal is not there, people take note of it. And that is a challenge 
for anybody, especially if you have a family. I am in a different point in my life 
because my son is older, but then again, I have aging parents, parent, now. You 
have to find a good balance about what works. 
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With women being, by most standards, the default parent/caretaker, they carry 
with them an additional burden or obstacle that their male counterparts do not. Women 
recognize that, as discussed previously, the additional hours outside of the school day 
would be problematic for them because of home responsibilities. The roles for women are 
many. In addition to being the administrator, she can also be any combination of the 
following when her work day is over: wife, mother of small/school-aged children, mother 
of grown children with or without learning or physical disabilities, mother of grown 
children returning home for a variety of reasons, caretaker of elderly/infirmed family 
members. Each of these roles adds additional hours of work to many women’s days. 
Some men do take on these roles, but predominantly, it is a female domain.  
Participants from Case 3 (former assistants) had experience at the high school 
level and had an important decision to make when deciding to move to another position. 
In reflecting on why she chose a path that led her to central administration instead of the 
high school principalship, Betty identified two significant reasons:  
For me personally, I didn’t feel I was ready to be a building level principal for a 
lot of reasons. For one, I didn’t feel I had enough time in the assistant principal’s 
role to firmly commit to that position. Two, because I had a small child at home 
with intentions of growing our family. 
 
And her family did grow. Betty now has two children under the age of four. She talked 
openly about the second job she has waiting for her when she gets home. 
The hardest piece for me has been the balance of home and work. There is double 
duty. When I leave here, I have a job ahead of me. Sometimes when I get to work, 
I feel like I have put in a full day, and it is only 8:00 a.m. 
 
She continued:  
I try to put them [the children] first, and it has been more difficult with the second, 
being as responsive to the emails, and I try to get as much done at night. I feel like 
even when I had [my first child] I would stay up a little bit later and try to get 
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things done, but now, between the two of them, getting up at 4 in the morning to 
get some things done, that’s what I have to do. 
 
In reflecting on the second shift that many women have to work, Rita said: 
Like right now, we have summer hours, which some people are very excited 
about because, “Great, we have Fridays off.” Well, you’re not a default parent. 
The 10-hour day, doesn’t that sound nice? But camp doesn’t open until 9, so if 
I’m staying 10 hours, I’m here until 8:00 tonight, which is going to happen today, 
so it’s those types of things where I think, “You know, that’s a little bit bizarre.” 
 
Rita recognized that most of the parents impacted were women, so when she was a 
building principal she tried to make accommodations. Maume (2011) cited other 
researchers for their recognition of the phenomenon that female bosses who are mothers 
are more accommodating to other mothers; specifically, Fagenson’s (1993) focus on 
accommodating for home/work conflicts and Halpert and associates’ (1993) focus on 
hiring practices and disregarding gendered issues as a potential problem in a candidate. 
As Rita explained: 
I used to say, “I do not think that teachers have to be the worst parents. If your 
kids have something going on at their school, you should go see it, don’t skip 
something important to you and your kids—because we’ll figure it out.” 
 
For the women in Case 3 (former assistants) timing of parenting and timing of 
taking a position were decisions that needed much contemplation. Iris discussed how 
much of the position she had taken on to reflect the entirety of her life, “It’s 
[principalship] a monumental job, and I wasn’t willing to make the personal sacrifice of 
that being my whole life.” She added, “Even as an assistant, I took on a lot of that life. 
But it was my life. It was a personal sacrifice. I wasn’t a mom at that point. That was my 
life.” Once she adopted a child, that perspective and intensity changed. For Iris, it seemed 
that the impact her child made was on a much deeper sense than simply a career move:  
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I will say that becoming a mom and knowing that I wanted that balance in my life, 
this [elementary principal] schedule of demands and this environment is definitely 
more conducive to having a more optimistic positive outlook on the world let 
alone the energy level at the end of the day. 
 
Marion looked at the issue of timing from a logistics standpoint. “Think about 
timing. You know. I think there is more to consider when you are a female because of 
children, because you actually physically have the baby.” When Marion started working 
in the district as a psychologist, it was in large part because her husband had died, she 
had three children under the age of eight, and she was working at night with little time to 
see her children. Leaving a successful practice to move to a position that better 
accommodated her family’s unique situation seemed like the right thing to do. She said, 
“I think it does limit you professionally because I think you make choices about what you 
want your next move to be. I would never have taken this position” (that is, she would 
not have taken her current, more demanding position if her children were younger). She 
believed a man would not have to consider such a factor because more often than not, the 
default parent is the woman. She recognized the inner conflict that occurs within women 
and the outside conflict between women when it comes to children and their impact on 
career. When she decided not to take a post-doctoral position at a nationally recognized 
hospital because she had just completed her doctorate and was expecting a child, her 
female mentor told her, “If you step off, you will never be able to step back in.” She has 
never shared this message with women with whom she has worked or mentored. Her 
sense is: “If you need to step out, you need time, you need to do that. If that is what 
makes you your best, then that’s what you need to do.”  
Figure 4 speaks to the issue of women’s desire to be in the workplace and in a 
role of leadership, which is in direct competition to the expectation (internal or external) 
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of the role as primary parent. Marion also spoke of her college graduation from an all-
women’s college where Katherine Hepburn was the commencement speaker. She told the 
women before her that they could not have it all. This message was not well received. 
She went on to clarify what she meant, stating that they could have it all, they just could 
not have it all at the same time. This sentiment still weighs heavily on many working 
mothers, but it begs the question, how many working fathers have the same thought? 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Visualization of perceived personal and professional barriers discouraging 
pursuit of high school principalship. 
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administrative position. The impetus to do so was in many ways created by external 
forces. Those who encouraged thinking about an administrative position; others who 
supported the women’s efforts once they decided to pursue leadership; and those mentors, 
whether formal or informal, who continually gave ideas for growth or inspiration, or 
simply a good professional role-model have been of critical importance in the career path 
of these women. The visualization of this support system is noted in Figure 5. 
Current principals have had encouragement, support, and mentoring throughout 
their careers. Olive indicated that good administrators are always looking for other people 
with the potential to lead. She received that encouragement as a young teacher and paid 
that forward throughout her career as an administrator:  
My first five years of teaching I would have never have thought to walk into the 
principal’s office and said anything like that [consider me for a committee, etc.]. I 
was just lucky my supervisor at [my first school district], I guess, saw that I had 
some interest and kind of hand-picked me for certain things, and that was great. 
But, when I sit in a room—and we do that all the time—we see people who, you 
know what, we can get more from them. They have a lot to offer. But there are 
people that don’t necessarily show that outwardly that, if you get them involved in 
something, they are passionate about it’s like, wow. It’s amazing what they can do.  
 
Amber felt both encouragement and support in her career transitions, first in the 
district where she became an interim assistant principal, in part because “other members 
of the administrative team had agreed that they wanted me to step into the role,” and 
again in her current district where she decided to apply to become principal after only 18 
months in the role of assistant principal, in part because “the faculty pushed hard for me 
to make that move.” She also identified the principal she replaced as a mentor: “I had a 
very positive relationship with my predecessor. He really worked hard to support me and 
mentor me.”  
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Currently, she feels support from the board and central office levels as well as the 
teachers in her building. The duration of her tenure (the longest at the building level in 
the district) and the successes of the school have gained her district-wide respect. She 
also reported: 
So I think that this faculty was very supportive in that they are responsive to my 
requests, they are complimentary, openly complimentary, to me which is nice, 
and they also are compliant. They are not a faculty that works around me; they 
work through me.  
 
For current assistants in Case 2, their experience was no different. The importance 
of encouragement, support, and mentoring has been integral. Throughout her decision-
making process around a concentration in her graduate studies, her administrative 
internship, and her previous position, Kylee received a great deal of encouragement from 
her then principal. He gave her “a lot of opportunities to take on a leadership role” and 
“encouraged me to take that path,” which helped her to decide to pursue an 
administrative certification instead of returning to school for psychology. He continued to 
support her goals, and when the district hired a female administrator, he made sure to 
encourage the Kylee to complete part of the internship with her so she would have a well-
rounded perspective. 
Kylee recognized the importance of having a mentor who she felt was always 
working on her behalf and looking out for her best interests.  
I think the biggest thing for me has been having role models, whether they have 
been male or female, just having people—mentors and people to set a good 
example and to go to when I need to bounce ideas off of someone, or just to be 
there for support and say, “You know. this is really tough.” “I know. I went 
through it, too.” That’s what really got me where I am and what keeps me going 
now. 
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Colleen indicated that if not for the mentorship of her previous principal, she may 
not have gotten her current job. Once the previous principal knew he would not be able to 
hire her to his team because of district politics, he made it a point to get her name out to 
his local colleagues who needed administrators. Timing did not seem to be on her side: 
My principal at [previous school] had asked [Henry] to give me an interview, and 
Henry had responded that we’ve already finished our first round of interviewing, 
and he told me that, “Oh, they already have a candidate at [new school], and 
you’re not going to get an interview.” So probably like three or four weeks later, 
when I got a call from here, I was like, “Oh, this is just a courtesy interview.” 
  
It was not a courtesy interview. After filling the position and having the successful 
candidate decline the offer, the other school was moving toward August without an 
assistant principal. Henry remembered the other principal’s recommendation about 
Colleen and sought her out. She has been fortunate enough to find in her new principal a 
mentor who was prepping her to become a building principal in the next three to four 
years. She has also found an ardent supporter in her superintendent. “[She] has been 
wonderful to me. She has taken me under her wing. She took me to the Women’s Caucus, 
that is something that she feels strongly about—bringing women through the ranks.” 
Francine also had an experience where she was encouraged and brought along by 
a building principal.  
There was an interest expressed by the then-building principal, who has since 
retired, because he felt that I brought to the table a data piece that the rest of his 
team did not necessarily have as a strength. So I think that was appealing to him. 
 
Recognizing the importance of mentors, Lois reported that she offers this advice 
to new professionals considering administration: “Try some mentoring first, and see if 
it’s really what you want.” She explained that she also advises them to  
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Keep their eyes open to the experiences that they have, and you know, try to take 
some notes on how it was handled in your building. Attach yourself to someone 
who you respect and think is a good educator and learn from them.  
 
Participants in Case 3, former assistants, seemed not to have received much 
support to pursue the high school principalship, although they had gotten a great deal of 
support to pursue other administrative positions, in some cases before ever becoming an 
administrator.  
Marion, for example, received a great deal of support directly from the 
superintendent. That support came in the form of additional programs and changes to job 
status.  
I said, “You need some kind of alternative high school program.” And the 
superintendent then said, “Okay, well, put a proposal together, and let’s see what 
it looks like.” We did that, and we launched our alternative high school. I said, “I 
think I want to be the principal of this thing.” And so I went and got my principal 
cert, and I became principal of our alternative high school program.  
 
As part of that placement, Marion had the opportunity to work with the high 
school principal, whom she saw as a mentor in her new position: “We had a very good 
school principal. He was a principal of the year. He was a good principal. So I had the 
capacity to really get mentored by him as to how to be a principal.” She continued to get 
career encouragement from the superintendent when there “were a lot of staff changes in 
central office, and the superintendent came and saw me, and said, ‘I really need you to 
move towards, to become the director of special ed and pupil services.’” 
Betty had positive role models in both her principal and the other female assistant 
whom she reflected upon as a mentor.  
The principal … had been there for quite some time and was very supportive. At 
the time, there was another female assistant principal as well. He has always 
tended to have assistant principals who were female. I guess he thought in support 
of the staff and students, for them to see a woman leader was a good thing.  
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Stepping out of one’s comfort zone can be done most effectively with open 
support from decision makers. Paula received that open support from her superintendent, 
who contacted her about an elementary principal position opening in the district. “I didn’t 
see it on the horizon for me. I wasn’t really aspiring to the principalship.” She had never 
taught a grade lower than sixth and did not originally have a K12 administrative 
certification, however: 
There was certainly desire on their part. They were looking for somebody. It was 
the year I won assistant principal of the year, which I forgot to include in my 
credentials. I think it was something different, but I’m surprised in four years that 
I was ready for something different.  
 
In other districts, superintendents and boards created programs to help grow 
leadership from within. Rita was a product of that encouraging initiative: 
The superintendent at the time was interested in having a track to support leaders 
from within. She got board approval, and they started this administrative intern 
program with a few of us, actually, a very small number, two of us—there was a 
third person who didn’t continue. I got my supervisory certificate, principal K12, 
curriculum supervisor. I said to the superintendent at the start that it’s a program 
that allows you to get your principal’s certification, but I’m really only interested 
in the curriculum; do you care that it’s two-in-one, knowing that I never want to 
use the principal cert? She said, “That’s fine, but just so you know, I keep folders 
of names of people I think might be good in certain positions, and I have your 
name in one of the principal’s folders already, so I’ll take it under advisement that 
you are not interested.”  
 
The same superintendent contacted Rita again when she was out on maternity to gauge 
her interest in what would be her first administrative position.  
The high school principal was leaving, and they were going to move the assistant 
principal into that position, and they wanted someone who could be like the right 
arm and who knew the district and could sort of let her build connections and that 
kind of stuff, and would I be interested. And I said, “No. I don’t want to be a 
principal, I told you this; I really like curriculum.” She said, “Well, you could do 
curriculum, you could do all of the professional development and work with the 
principal,” and on and on. So I was really reluctant. I have a five month old, and 
she said, “It’s an opportunity to serve, and we’re really counting on you,” and 
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really did the whole…. I really felt like she pushed me into it, and I was being a 
good soldier and said, “Okay, fine. As long as I can go back to the classroom if I 
don’t like it.” And she said, “Sure.”  
 
Rita could not have been a more reluctant administrator and shared multiple times 
that different superintendents went to her to ask her to help move the district forward, 
even when it was not what she wanted to be doing.  
I feel like I was very pushed and supported to get here, to get in this role; it was 
never something I really wanted. I really loved teaching and didn’t see myself 
leaving the classroom. I would not be doing what I’m doing if other people hadn’t 
been pushing me. It wasn’t something I would have chosen for myself. 
 
After becoming an administrator, subsequent superintendents contacted numerous 
times Rita about serving the school community. The belief and support that multiple 
administrations showed in her helped to grow her confidence in each position, ultimately 
moving her where she (and presumably the district) believed she was best suited. 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Visualization of sources of encouragement to pursue high school principalship. 
 
Supporters 
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Results and Interpretations 
 
The women who participated in this study constituted three cases: current high 
school principals; current high school assistant principals, considered to be a feeder 
position to the high school principalship; and others who had served as high school 
assistant principals and left the path of the high school principalship for another 
administrative position. Analysis of the rich, qualitative data from the interviews with 
these participants brought five major themes to light. 
Each of these themes—demands outside of school hours; family and home 
commitments; encouragers, supporters, and mentors; stereotypes about women; and 
networking opportunities were addressed by participants across all three groups.  
Across all three cases, work demands outside school hours were identified as 
being a critical issue and a significant barrier for the high school principalship. With this 
challenge came the realization that even sharing these commitments among members of 
the administrative team does not really help the principal; she is the person whom parents 
and community members want to see at events, regardless of how many other events she 
has had to attend that week. The expectations seemed unrealistic across all cases, for 
most participants with minor children. This finding is certainly supported by the literature. 
Several sources, including Collard and Reynolds (2005) and Eckman and Kelber (2010), 
have asserted that some self-selection happens, not for fear of the job but because of the 
shift in social norms that must happen for her to be successful. There were no 
recommendations made by the participants about how this conflict could be eliminated.  
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Dovetailing with the issue of extra hours, across all cases participants identified 
themselves as the primary parent and explained how that role negatively impacts and/or 
lessens the attractiveness of being a high school principal. With regard to the theme of 
family and home commitments, there were different situations within each case: women 
who have/will not have children, women who have grown children, women who had 
children at or near the time of starting their administrative careers, and women who are 
considering career and children and what that balance might be. 
The ages of participants’ children had an impact on when they pursued an initial 
administrative position and when or whether they would apply for a high school principal 
position. The work of Glass (2000) and Kim and Brunner (2009)— which indicated that 
women’s pathways to administration take much longer than those of men, and that they 
are less directly focused on and aiming for an administrative position as their career 
goal—played out across all cases. For three of the women, the desire to be a school 
administrator helped them make the decision not to have children. There was recognition 
across all cases that being a parent with children of a certain age, or children at all, would 
not only be difficult to manage, it would make them feel that they were not being the kind 
of parent they would want to be. It was evident that women across all groups believed 
that they were, are, or would be the primary parent.  
Women who have moved up the career ladder in the world of education still see 
themselves as the adult primarily responsible for home and family. These demands from 
both home and work made participants feel like success in either arena difficult. There is 
a need to find balance between the two, although that seems difficult when they both 
want 100% of the woman’s focus, causing those who do not already have children to 
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consider whether they can or should have children if they want to continue to advance 
professionally. Women place this pressure on themselves, although social pressures 
contribute to it. This finding is reflective of Eckman and Kelber’s 2010 work, in which 
women reported that their own expectations of themselves in the home caused them more 
anxiety than expectations of their spouse or family.  
Men’s roles continue to be part of the conversation. In most instances, it seems 
that the mother is still the primary caregiver. In a few instances, it seems that some male 
administrators are being “asked/expected” to really co-parent. The women recognize this 
situation and either seem annoyed that these men get to have it all (that is, they get to be 
the typical career ladder-climbing man, and they get praise for being an involved parent), 
or they worry for the men that they are being asked to spread themselves too thin. It 
would be insightful to learn how many male administrators worry that their female 
colleagues are being asked to do too much at home. 
Across all cases, there was a sense that encouragement, support, and mentorship 
from others was critical in the pursuit of an administrative position. Whether that support 
was their family, the staff members with whom they worked, an administrator, or a 
professor, it was oftentimes the difference between pursuing certification or not at all. 
The researcher’s field notes would indicate that more often than not, the primary mentors 
for these women were not other women. They were more likely to be men. With so few 
women in leadership positions, it makes it difficult for women to be mentors to each 
other formally or informally. Some researchers including Patricia Kleine (1994) and 
Kathryn Whitaker and Linda Vogel (2005) have detailed a situation with so few women 
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at the top that they are unlikely to help other women coming up for fear that the women 
who are newer to administration might be more capable in some capacity.  
It did not seem that most of the women interviewed entered teaching with the idea 
that their ultimate goal would be administration. They agreed that perpetuating this 
process of identifying and encouraging female staff members who would be good leaders 
was a positive thing to do. They also encouraged young women to self-advocate and put 
themselves out there as individuals who were interested in leading people. When asked 
about what made them successful in their position or what advice they would give a 
recent graduate, participants frequently mentioned having or getting a good mentor. In 
some cases, that mentor supported the women’s leadership goals; in other cases, the 
mentors saw in the women something they did not see in themselves, so the mentor 
pushed them out of their comfort zone. 
All groups identified issues about stereotypes of women. Whether they believed 
they had been impacted by stereotyping varied, but most agreed that there was at least a 
perception that working with and for women was more difficult than working with men. 
This theme also brought to light the idea of the traits of a principal. Those identifiers, 
across all three cases, would lead someone to a male principal more often than a female 
principal. From the ability to break up a fight, to being taller than everyone in the hallway, 
to having previous coaching experience, the traits identified with the high school 
principalship were mostly masculine. Participants also identified differences in women’s 
leadership style and how they are perceived compared to a more masculine leadership 
style. Women across cases indicated in some way that they walked the line of making 
sure people knew they were serious but not coming off as a “bitch.” Kolb’s 1999 work 
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indicated an understanding of this feeling and how gender roles impact self-confidence 
and attitudes about leadership, and that the most significant difference between men’s 
and women’s leadership is how it is perceived. Perhaps this feeling is a more self-
directed observation or concern since women across all groups stated that, for the most 
part, they did not feel that the men in their buildings treated them differently or gave 
them less respect than their male counterparts. More often, the criticism from staff 
members in general had to do more with the women’s youthful age. The refreshing part 
was that every participant in every case said that she did not perceive that she was the 
recipient of disrespect by parents or students because of her gender.  
The idea of networking opportunities was reflected in two key ways throughout 
the interviews. The important component was whether the network was exclusionary or 
not. Members of each group recognized the exclusionary force of the old boys’ club, 
although for Case 1, the current principals’ group, it seemed to be less of a concern. This 
area was where the greatest difference existed between groups. Each member of Case 3 
was aware of the OBC but did not indicate any way that it had impacted her career. 
Within and across the other cases, there was a realization that the OBC network created 
opportunities throughout a career. This network supported and promoted men for 
leadership positions. The more years a person had in education, the more direct and 
unfiltered they were about sharing their experiences with the OBC. In some cases, 
sexually inappropriate comments were made to or about the woman; other times remarks 
were made about their appearance, their presumed sexuality, or the appropriateness of 
their taking a position of leadership because of choices they had made in their personal 
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life—which had no relationship to their school, their career, or most importantly, the 
students. 
The second type of network connected to previous experience. Across all cases, 
women recognized the role that both discipline and athletics played in their 
administrative roles, whether they were actively involved in either arena. Although lack 
of membership in certain networks— discipline and athletics, primarily—might keep a 
woman out of the principal’s position, it is not a closed network. Women can gain this 
experience throughout their careers. The opportunities prior to becoming an administrator 
and as an assistant principal are many, and they are integral to gaining leadership 
recognition. However, having a background in athletics or discipline seems to have some 
importance for progressing to a high school principal position, perhaps because 
historically these were the positions filled by former coaches who were moved into 
administration. Quite simply, these positions were more often inhabited by men. 
Experiences with discipline and athletics offered women an opportunity to prove that 
they had “what it takes” to be a high school principal. The predominant message was that 
a background in discipline and sports were especially important for networking and 
establishing in others belief in one’s ability to do the job. Women across all cases 
wondered aloud why athletics, especially, took on such high priority. Participants asked: 
If the principal is to be the instructional leader of the building, how important is it really 
for her to have been an athlete, coach, or athletic director? The importance of sports, 
discipline, and other “male” tasks has, however, been a concern of school boards when 
they hire female superintendents (Skrla et al., 2000). 
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Summary 
 
 In this study, 17 women participated in individual interviews. These participants 
were divided into three separate cases: current female high school principals; females 
currently serving as high school assistant principals, considered to be a feeder position to 
the high school principalship; and other females who had served as high school assistant 
principals and left the path of the high school principalship for another administrative 
position. The study was significant in its results. These results indicate a variety of issues 
that make the high school principal’s position less appealing to women than are other 
administrative positions. Some of these impediments are impacted by societal 
expectations that women place on themselves about having children and the woman’s 
role in the family. Another major issue is connected to the agentic perception of what a 
high school principal is and what is expected of the position. The current standards for 
leadership do not address issues of discipline or athletics but instead direct us toward the 
vision of an instructional leader, yet that does not seem to be what is most valued in a 
high school principal.  
This situation leaves us with settings for both internal and external control issues. 
The internal locus, home and family, also has external pressures from society, but 
ultimately how women decide to manage their families is up to them. The purely external 
locus, how others see the position, can and must be addressed. If the focus moves more 
toward principal as instructional leader, then the expectation for her to be at every athletic 
event or to regularly deal with discipline dissipates, thereby being mutually beneficial to 
handling the home and family issues. The other external pressure surrounds the time 
needed to take off to have a child. The larger question becomes: What guarantees does 
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the district or federal government give women to be able to both provide financially for 
their family and still have the option to have children? Legislation must be sought to help 
alleviate the concerns that make the high school principalship so unappealing to women. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Introduction 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the career trajectories of female leaders 
and better understand reasons women do and do not become high school principals. By 
looking at three specific cases, the study sought to understand the experiences of 
obstacles and supports encountered by women who have been on the trajectory to 
become a high school principal. Participants were females currently working as high 
school principals (Case 1 or current principals); females currently serving as high school 
assistant principals, considered to be a feeder position to the high school principalship 
(Case 2 or current assistants); and other females who had served as a high school 
assistant principal and left the path of the high school principalship for another 
administrative position (Case 3 or former assistants). In-depth interviews were conducted 
with each of the female administrators.  
 The study focused on the experiences of 17 women who represented the three 
cases in one county. The selection of this county, one of the original counties in 
Pennsylvania, was due in large part to its geographical proximity to the researcher as well 
as the diverse socioeconomic conditions of the districts within the county. It was the 
belief of the researcher that having such diversity in population, academic performance, 
and socioeconomic status would allow for a wide range of perspectives.  
The study consisted of several steps. First, each district was identified using the 
intermediate unit’s website. Each district’s superintendent was contacted to seek 
permission to conduct the study. Once permission was granted, each female administrator 
within the district (as identified on the district’s website) was contacted to determine who 
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met the criteria of one of the three cases previously described (Case 1, current high 
school principals; Case 2, current high school assistant principals; and Case 3, former 
high school assistant principals who have moved to another administrative position other 
than high school principal). While participants’ current positions had to be within the 
county of study, their previous position(s) did not. Once the determination was made that 
the woman met the criteria to participate, contact was made with each eligible individual 
via email to determine her willingness to participate as well as to schedule a date and 
time for the interview. The interviews were semi-structured, with the participants 
receiving the questions in advance of the interview. Each interview lasted approximately 
30 minutes.  
Only one district directly indicated that it did not wish to participate. Another 
responded, asked for the formal proposal, and never gave an affirmative or negative 
answer, even after multiple emails were sent to the district contact. A third district never 
responded in any way. After the initial email was sent to the superintendent, and no 
response was received, phone calls were placed to multiple offices within the district, 
including the superintendent’s office, in an effort to get permission. For the district that 
requested information but never responded, the superintendent’s secretary asked for the 
email request to be sent again to her and the superintendent. The researcher complied 
with this request but still did not receive further correspondence. One of the three female 
high school principals was in this district, further limiting an already small sample size.  
The researcher analyzed the results of these interviews by reading through each 
transcribed interview and noting themes that were repeated in each interview. After this 
task was done, the themes that were represented across cases were identified. Using this 
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initial qualitative coding, the transcribed interviews were uploaded into NVivo software. 
Using NVivo, the interviews were analyzed individually and across cases to identify 
similarity of themes.  
Using comparative analysis across multiple cases was extremely important for 
this study. The goal of each step of comparative analysis is to illuminate the nuances of 
each case and glean the common experience from each interview and each case. First, the 
researcher identified the ideas, phrases, and concerns that were common within a case 
and recorded those commonalities. Next, she looked at each case as a whole and 
examined what similarities existed and where there were significant differences, thereby 
giving a uniqueness to each case (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 
2013; Yin, 2014).  
Five themes emerged from the data across each case. These themes, which were 
analyzed in detail in Chapter 4, were: demands outside of school hours; family and home 
commitments; encouragers, supporters, and mentors; stereotypes about women; and 
networking opportunities. 
Conclusions 
 
In this collective case study, the researcher sought to understand the reasons that 
most eligible women do not become high school principals by speaking to women who 
currently hold the position, women who are in the training position for it, and women 
who had trained for it but did not take or were not offered the position. An overview of 
the guiding research questions and the data analysis follows. 
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Overarching Question  
 
How do female administrators describe their career trajectory? 
The women in this study viewed their career trajectory, in large part, as 
happenstance. More often than not, they indicated that they had grown stagnant in the 
classroom setting and investigated making a move. The idea of moving to administration 
often had been recommended or suggested by a mentor; sometimes women waited for 
someone to “invite” them or until their children were grown (Cohen, 2006). Janet McGee 
(2010) found that once women decided to pursue administrative positions, they still 
delayed because they wanted to be as prepared as possible. They were not willing to risk 
taking the job, only to find they were not qualified or prepared. This study’s participants 
alluded to the same as a reason for not applying for high school principal positions. 
None of the women interviewed in this study indicated that their original reason 
for entering a career in education was to someday be an administrator or specifically a 
high school principal. These findings are consistent with the work of Glass (2000) and 
Kim and Brunner (2009), who found that women’s paths to administration were not the 
direct, planned routes of male administrators. Once they took on the role of high school 
assistant principal, it became clearer to them what the principal’s job entailed and 
whether they wanted to be part of it.  
Research Question 1 
 
What are the perceived institutional barriers experienced by female administrators who 
have pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
Much of what is perceived to be an institutional barrier has to do with general 
stereotypes that society has of women and men. Each gender has been packaged with 
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certain qualities, traits, and expectations—of both a physical nature and a non-physical 
nature. It seems that these concepts are hard to see beyond or change. Women have 
perceptions of both men and women that can be limiting, if not destructive, to their 
careers. Women also seem to feed into some of those stereotypes held by both women 
and men. The idea that they find other women hard to work with does not bode well for a 
school population where the bulk of the people working there are women. These beliefs 
start to give an understanding and basis to the idea that women, once in a position of 
power, do not support other women who are trying to climb the career ladder (Haber, 
2011). These stereotypes also impact the way women lead. Corroborating the studies 
completed by Avolio and Bass in the 1980s and 1990s, Burke and Collins (2001) found 
that transformational leadership is a more productive leadership style, and that by nature, 
most women lead in this way, but it also seems to these women that leading in this way 
has to be balanced with a dose of “strength.” 
Other areas where women fall into the stereotype trap is with the amount of 
responsibility they are willing to take on and their own beliefs about the high school 
principalship. Time and again, the women indicated that they were concerned about the 
level of responsibility assigned to a high school principal. This finding was true across 
both Case 2 and Case 3. The participants in Case 1, those women currently serving as 
high school principals, did not indicate that they were overwhelmed by or concerned 
about the level of responsibility in their job. There was mention of the flagship building, 
the graduation component, life/college preparation, and the amount of attention the high 
school received throughout the community.  
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For participants in Case 2 and Case 3, however, compared to leaders of other 
school levels, the amount of scrutiny placed on high school principals seemed different 
and somewhat intimidating. In line with this idea that the responsibilities of the high 
school principal were somehow greater in importance than responsibilities at other levels, 
participants also discussed the physical embodiment of the high school principal. The 
idea of the high school principal as a physically imposing man—one who can break up a 
fight and be seen above other heads in the hallway, one who commands the room upon 
entry—seemed prevalent across all three cases. This perception has support in the 
literature. Oakley (2000) identified stereotypes of leaders that virtually exclude females: 
“tone and pitch of voice, physical appearance, and mode of dress” (p. 326). McGee 
(2010) also heard this stereotype clearly from a participant in her study, who stated:  
“They say women aren’t in high school positions because of fights, but they don’t 
hesitate to give you the duty that would require you to break up fights. If it is 
about safety, why are you on the last shift at the prom or homecoming? Why are 
you at the buses in the dark without other adults? Why are you one of two 
administrators on campus and he is in his office? It is just an excuse.” (p. 16) 
  
Sherman (2000) talked about the perception that a high school principal needs to be a 
“tough male able to maintain control and exert authority” (p. 135). Tallerico (2007) also 
identified the belief that high school students, boys in particular, need a certain kind of 
person to manage them, noting the “cultural biases about who looks and acts like a 
leader.”  
The study participants seemed to have frequently heard that experience in 
athletics and coaching and a strong background in discipline were important for high 
school principals, and women across all three cases agreed that these two areas were 
extremely important in that role. While Glass (2000) focused on female superintendents, 
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his findings can be interpreted to include high school principals. He indicated that the 
lack of women in positions that are seen as steppingstones, coaching being an important 
one, were keeping them out of the top tier of administrative positions.  
Among study participants there was recognition that certain tasks might be 
assigned to an assistant principal on a gender-specific basis, and while colleagues of 
either gender could be responsible for the tasks, certain assignments were more 
masculine in nature. Participants did not, however, mention what tasks might be feminine 
in nature. The lack of female-associated tasks could lead one to interpret that the tasks 
that were masculine in nature were the important ones for a rising principal to perform.  
Kim and Brunner (2009) identified “vertical” pathways, typically more masculine 
routes to leadership vs. “horizontal or diagonal” pathways, more feminine routes. Both 
the Kim and Brunner and this study’s participants recognized the vertical pathway to 
include “power over money, people, and large facilities; visibility; final decision-making 
power; politics; and the expectation that men will fill the position” (p. 104). Unlike this 
study’s participants, however, Kim and Brunner described the diagonal pathway more 
often taken by women as being “decision-making with others; fewer politics; and 
somehow connected to teaching” (p. 104).   
The women in this study seemed, in many ways, to be resigned to follow the 
stereotypes that society has imposed on them, and which create institutional barriers them. 
In addition, segments of the population naturally converge to the detriment of women. 
For example, the tradition of the “old boys’ club” (OBC) seems alive and well in school 
systems. Women across all three cases made some mention of this network, although the 
women in Case 1 (current high school principals) seemed less impacted by it and 
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perceived it in a less threatening or Machiavellian way than the women in Case 2 and 
Case 3. These networks promoted and supported men while greatly ignoring women. In 
some instances, the OBC was illustrated by social activities to which women were not 
invited—where the focus of the activity was not work-related, but work-related 
conversations were had, and support, whether immediate or anticipatory, was offered. 
Other times the OBC was directly connected to hiring, such as the exiting principal who 
“chooses” the assistant principal whom he will support as his successor, or the school 
board and local politicians, predominately men, who make decisions based on outdated 
stereotypes of who is best prepared for the job. Skrla et al. (2000) reported that school 
boards see women as people who could be swayed into their way of thinking. They 
believe that women are easier to manage because they are more willing to acquiesce to 
pressure from the board. The researchers also found that women who do not follow this 
format and think for themselves are seen in a much more negative light than men who 
doing the same, because they fail to fit the social norms that school board members have 
for women, making a woman’s position much more difficult to define. Other researchers 
have supported this “double bind” concept (Jamieson, 1995; see also Hackman et al., 
1992; Maume, 2011; Vanderbroeck, 2010; Young, 2011). Acting feminine is seen as 
weak, but acting masculine is also perceived negatively because “independent” women 
are seen as breaking the social contract.  
Old boys’ club may be a misnomer by having the word “old” as part of it. That 
name implies that it is constituted of veteran men in the system who call the shots and 
make decisions but whose time will end, after which and another group with less 
antiquated thinking will come to the forefront. That scenario does not seem to be the case. 
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Rather, it appears that as a group, male leaders continue to look out for each other and for 
their prospective successors, thus ensuring its continued existence. 
Aside from the overabundance of women in the profession, these institutional 
barriers are not unique to education. Until or unless these issues are addressed in the 
larger society and in other fields, there is no reason to believe that they will be addressed 
or changed in education. 
Research Question 2 
 
What are the perceived personal barriers experienced by female administrators who have 
pursued or are interested in pursuing the high school principalship? 
The perceived personal barriers for women have to do primarily with their life 
outside of school—and how it pertains to how much time they have to spend in school. 
The expectations of perpetual availability of the high school principal and the number of 
events that a principal is expected to attend seem to be the greatest stressors for women 
considering the high school principal’s position. Between athletic events, dances, award 
ceremonies, stage productions, evening meetings, and any other imagined event, an 
active high school principal could be out of her house every night of the week. Even 
sharing the responsibility among other members of the team does not seem to be the 
answer since these women indicate that they would want to be hands-on and feel it is 
their obligation as principal to be there, whether an assistant is officially covering the 
event or not. They also sense that because of the significance of the events at the high 
school (graduation, scholarship awards, interscholastic athletic programs) to the 
community, there is a heightened awareness of their presence or lack thereof. This 
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external expectation from the school board and community is not believed to exist to this 
extent at other building levels (elementary and middle schools).  
All these extra hours outside the school day, including evenings and weekends, 
impact a female principal’s ability to balance home and family responsibilities with work 
responsibilities. Seeing themselves as the primary parent, the women in this study 
struggle to imagine how, as a high school principal, they would even begin to manage all 
the school events they would need to attend and still be an engaged mother, wife, and/or 
caretaker—an idea that is consistent with Lyness and Thompson’s 1997 research on male 
and female executives, which found that female executives were less likely to be married 
or to have children. 
For many of the women in the three cases, this idea of balance forced them to 
make decisions. Some, if they considered administration early enough in their careers, 
had the opportunity to make a decision about whether they would have children at all. 
Women who started considering administration work with children already in tow had to 
decide when the right time was for them to leave the classroom for the office. Some 
decided to wait until their children were in high school and more self-sufficient (but 
possibly more involved in a variety of their own activities) or until their children left the 
house. In these cases, then came the realization that, now in their late 40s or early 50s, 
these women had less stamina to do the work necessary for the job. Still others had young 
children or were having children as they entered administration and had to find a way to 
balance both parts of their lives. For these women it was a genuine struggle. They were 
constantly forced to choose between being an active parent and being an active 
administrator, unless they stepped out of the world of work while raising their children. 
128 
 
 
Sandgren (2012) addressed the topic of gender in boards of directors in Fortune 500 
companies, but despite the context, her findings are relevant to this study. In an interview 
with a Harvard Business School professor, Sandgren was told that the lack of female 
CEOs and board members is not because of the short maternity leaves that women take 
immediately following the birth or adoption of a child. The greater issue that moves 
women out of the workforce altogether occurs several years later when she has a second 
child and is forced to manage multiple schedules for multiple people in her household 
and the ever-growing challenges and demands of parenthood.  
For women across all three cases, the idea of handing off primary parenting 
responsibilities to their spouse was simply unacceptable, and research does not indicate 
that this mindset will change in the future. According to Amanda Diekman and Alice 
Eagly (2000), the only changes that might occur might be that women begin to make 
more progress and secure a greater share of jobs in typically male-dominated areas, but 
men will not take over traditionally female-dominated positions—those with less clout 
and less pay. Women will begin to take on more agentic traits while maintaining their 
role as primary caregiver and nurturer.  
For women in administration who currently have young children, the only logical 
choice for many is to move to another level (elementary or central office) that does not 
have the intensity of the high school, or to remain indefinitely in the still hectic role of 
assistant principal. A participant in McGee’s (2010) study explained this choice: “As a 
principal, I believe I had achieved a delicate balance between career and family demands 
and did not choose to pursue positions that would have compromised this BALANCE” (p. 
12). 
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Research Question 3 
 
How have perceived personal and professional barriers discouraged female 
administrators from pursuing the high school principalship? 
For women for whom barriers—such as the amount of time required outside the 
school day, balancing work and home, their age at entry to the position, and how much of 
their home life they are willing to sacrifice—still exist, difficult decisions have to be 
made that will impact both their careers and their families. Pursuing the principalship 
pulls away much of that decision making power. 
 Women recognize that being a high school principal means they will be at more 
events for children who are not their own than they will be at events for their own 
children. A participant in McGee’s 2010 study said,  
“As females pursuing administrative positions in the field of education, you 
sacrifice your family in numerous ways, especially if you are a high school 
principal. You must have a supportive husband who understands your 
commitment and the time that it takes to make school/students successful. It is a 
major sacrifice, but rewarding.” (p. 11)  
 
Across Case 2 and Case 3, becoming an administrator and/or mother forced participants 
to halt their own education for similar balance issues. Attending to their own academic 
needs had to take second place to their family, placing them in a position to never 
complete an advanced degree or to wait until the timing was better for their family life 
(but not necessarily for their own cognitive productivity).  
Also impacting the family was money. In many districts, high school principals 
are paid more than elementary principals but less than central office employees. In 
instances where their salary was the primary one for the family, or, minimally, one that 
was necessary for the family’s needs, some women made decisions that did not make 
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sense financially. Leaving the high school for the central office may have been the best of 
both worlds—better finances and fewer nights out of the house. For those women who 
still had a need to be in the building with children, they forfeited the money for more 
convenient hours and co-workers with situations similar to their own in an elementary 
school.  
In light of all of the decisions that a woman has to make regarding a potential 
move to the high school principal’s office and the impact that each of those decisions has 
on her career and family, many women engage in a self-selection process. Although 
women dominate the workforce in education, when it comes to the high school 
principalship, they have removed themselves from the candidacy pool altogether. In 2011, 
women comprised 84% of the teaching workforce (Feistritzer, 2011). Less than 25% of 
teachers in public schools were male, but more male teachers were employed at the high 
school level, more than at any other level of K12 education. Still, this shift in educator 
demographics at the high school level did little to impact the disproportionate 
representation of females in the classroom (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011; Goldring et 
al., 2013). The field of education in America has been dominated by women and yet, 
quite the opposite has been true in relation to the leadership within American schools and 
school systems. In 2013, Rebecca Goldring and associates found that 51.6% of all 
principals in the United States were women, but only 30.1% of high school principals 
were women, while 63.8% of elementary principals and 42.3% of middle school 
principals were women.  
In a world of work where women still need to prove themselves worthy, there 
were no perceived supports for women who wanted to keep a foot in both worlds (high 
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school administration and family). Women across all three cases shared stories of their 
male counterparts who were hailed as heroes when they left work to go to their child’s 
school event, but the same staff gave disapproving looks or comments to a woman who 
did the same. There seemed to be an expectation that women who worked in a demanding 
career made a choice—career over family. When the women tried to manage both, it 
seemed to others that they were trying to have it all, while others previously had to 
sacrifice one for the other, and it did not seem fair that one person should be able to do 
what so many others could not. For men, this same choice does not seem to exist. The 
expectation was that men had a demanding career that provided for his family. If he 
managed to tend to his family as well, he was really doing a great job. The perception 
was simply not the same for men and women.  
Research Question 4 
 
What experiences encourage the pursuit of the high school principalship by female 
administrators? 
Among participants in all three cases, a mentor who identified leadership qualities 
in the female administrators when they were still teaching greatly encouraged them to 
pursue the high school principalship. Some women indicated that they had not considered 
going into administration until they were encouraged by a current administrator to do so. 
To the women in this study, the gender of their mentor did not seem to matter, although it 
was more often a man than a woman, as long as it was someone the woman respected. 
Much of the literature has noted women’s difficulty of getting support from a woman 
who is a superior for fear that there are only so many positions available for bright, 
capable women (Kanter, 1977; Mavin, 2008; Oakley, 2000). This lack of woman-to-
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woman mentorship may be the case, but when a woman in the upper tier of 
administration sees something in another woman that she wants to help develop, it can be 
a powerful dynamic. Sheryl Sandberg discusses mentorship in her 2013 book, Lean In. 
She discusses the reciprocity that can come of a successful mentoring relationship. The 
benefit is not only to the junior member of the pair, as the insight each of them has is 
different and can help answer questions and ask important ones; it also increases the 
political capital of the mentor both with others within the organization and herself (p. 69). 
Sandberg goes on to identify one of the pitfalls some women have regarding the 
relationship dynamic of a mentor-mentee relationship. It is not, as some believe, a weekly 
session devoted solely to the struggles and successes of the mentee. Instead, the mentor 
helps the mentee think about how to problem solve and ask the important questions to get 
to a solution. The mentor should be someone whose opinion and judgment the mentee 
trusts enough to allow her to help the mentee continue to grow (pp. 70-71). 
 Men also can serve as excellent mentors to women. This relationship does not 
have the built-in power struggle that may exist between two women. This finding may 
seem contrary to earlier discussions of old boys’ clubs. Seemingly, the OBC is a powerful 
resource for men to help men, without an intentional plan to hold women back in their 
careers. An unforeseen benefit of a male-female mentor-mentee relationship is that the 
woman can gain access to different perspectives both on how she sees things and how 
things are. Bickel (2014) identified keys to successful mentoring and made 
recommendations about how that relationship works best when it involves members of 
each gender. Mentors feel more engagement when they see their mentee as a younger 
version of themselves. Bickel also noticed that women do better with male mentors when 
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the mentors have a good understanding of challenges that are more present in women’s 
professional lives than in men’s. Bickel found that the male mentors were better able to 
get women involved in more powerful social/professional networks than the women 
could do on their own—a great example of the OBC mentality working for women in the 
workplace.  
Another encouraging experience for participants who were pursuing a principal’s 
position within their current district was the obvious support of the staff. Whether their 
perception was that the staff was supportive and encouraging of their getting the job, or 
that once they were in the position, the staff was energized and supportive (with little 
push back from influential pockets within the staff), it seemed that staff support was an 
important factor in all three cases. Finally, the support and structure from home and 
family were incredibly important for the women in Case 1. These current principals 
needed to know that the time was right with regard to the size/membership of the family 
and the ages of the family members, and they needed a general sense that their partner 
was supportive and understanding of the commitments required to do the job the way the 
women wanted. The same can be said for women in Case 2 and Case 3. These same 
factors had to be considered before they took their first administrative job or moved to 
another. The difference between Case 1 and Cases 2 and 3 was that the women in Cases 2 
and 3 still needed to consider those factors or already had done so and decided to move 
on to something other than the high school principalship, while remaining in a position 
where they felt they could still impact students’ lives. 
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Recommendations 
 
Much of what happens in the life of a working woman is determined by her 
society and how that society has shaped her sense of self. Consequently, this study’s 
recommendations have to address women’s challenges to entering and working in the 
high school principalship from multiple levels. The type of systemic change that must 
occur to establish women as viable contenders for the high school principalship is best 
illustrated by Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky’s (2002) theory of leadership and change. 
They speak about “getting off the dance floor and going to the balcony,” a place that is 
very difficult for women to access (pp. 51-52). Conceptually, this metaphor speaks about 
how we lead. Initially, we have to be engaged on the dance floor, where we gain one 
perspective, but we must move to the balcony to see the entire dance floor and the 
various situations taking place. The ideal place from which to lead is somewhere in 
between the balcony and the dance floor. Staying solely in either place insulates a leader 
from the rest of the situation, how it impacts the leader, and how the leader impacts it 
(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).  
 At the dance floor level, women are aware of the demands, expectations, and 
rewards of leadership, especially in the high school principal’s role, and they know what 
they need to do to be recognized more easily as a potential candidate for the principalship. 
Moving to the mezzanine, where the impact of outside expectations for the principal 
become more recognizable across districts and counties, additional care must be taken to 
first acknowledge that these barriers are widespread, and then that responsibility for 
removing these obstacles is not only in the hands of the women themselves. Moving to 
the balcony allows one to see the national impact that the underrepresentation of women 
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in the high school principalship has across the public education system from coast to 
coast. For the changes made at the other two levels to become truly consequential and to 
have merit, they need support at the state and federal levels of government. Enacting laws 
that protect rights and promote dual roles for working parents is critical at this level. 
Programmatic and Individual District Changes (Dance Floor) 
 
Before women ever become instructional leaders, they are primarily teachers and 
counselors. Training for those positions needs to become more inclusive—training the 
“whole woman”—so that she is not only being prepared for a teaching/counseling job, 
but also for the role of leader. Whether leading in a formal or informal position, women 
need to understand early in their careers that they will have decisions to make, and each 
decision opens other opportunities. With more female leaders emerging earlier on the 
career path, the likelihood of a greater number of women becoming administrators, 
especially high school principals, increases. Teacher preparation programs must work 
with individual districts to gain a better understanding of the kinds of leadership 
opportunities that exist for new teachers and how they can gain access to them once they 
are hired. 
Women across all cases indicated that an integral part of their decision to pursue 
administration at all was a mentor’s encouragement to take on a leadership role. Not 
every woman who goes into education aspires to be an administrator or would be a good 
one. Still, everyone who becomes a teacher should continue to grow within the profession 
throughout his or her career. As part of an administrative program at the collegiate level, 
and as part of the new teacher induction program, districts should explain to teachers the 
variety of leadership opportunities that are available. First-year teachers are just thinking 
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about surviving their first year, but perhaps by the end of the year, simply planting the 
seed would be a good way to inspire educators to determine earlier how they can be 
leaders in their building or district.  
This earlier exposure to the possibility of a leadership role would also present 
women a timelier chance to really consider her future family and career. Instead of 
relegating women to support positions or waiting until they are older to enter 
administration, this earlier exploration might help them plan and prioritize. Such an 
induction program would also serve to highlight the newer teachers who might be 
interested in leadership at a later point in their career. Instead of forcing a mentor/mentee 
relationship that may not be a best fit for either party, this information sharing would 
allow those administrators and other district employees in some level of leadership to 
identify those people who are most interested in an area where they could bring support 
and experience. It also allows for cross-level, cross-building, and even inter-district 
interaction. For example, the elementary principal in the building where a teacher is 
assigned may not be the right mentor for that teacher, but another administrator elsewhere 
might. These relationships could help women to initiate the conversation about leadership 
in its many forms without having to wait to be identified later in their careers, when other 
opportunities have passed. This formalized network of support could help to 
counterbalance influence from other networks such as the OBC while providing some of 
the same kinds of benefits. When administrators speak to other administrators in other 
districts about women looking for a mentor and whom they would recommend for a 
leadership role, another gate is opened for women to pass through on their way to the 
principalship.  
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A leadership network should also be created within each district or county, 
inviting women to participate in regular conversations about leadership, leadership 
opportunities, and obstacles to leadership. This kind of a formalized network would give 
women a venue to hear and be heard, to share and to learn.  
School Board Changes (Mezzanine) 
 
From this level, let’s first and foremost, look at the role of high school principal. 
In a 2003 report by Marguerite Roza on the topic of the principal shortage, she 
determined: 
The research reported … provides evidence that superintendents expect 
impressive leadership attributes from principals. Where once district leaders may 
have expected principals to act as line managers responsible for implementing 
district-wide policy, tending to administrative tasks and record-keeping, and 
maintaining buildings and order, today they seek a leadership orientation, 
centered on complex skills involving defining a vision, developing strategy, and 
motivating staff and teachers. (p. 33) 
 
This model does not fit with the old description of a high school principal—someone who 
can handle the budget, manage teachers, deal with student discipline, and attend athletic 
events. Although the standards for building-level leadership also paint a different picture, 
one of an instructional leader (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 
2011; Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2014), the old paradigm is one under 
which most women work when looking at the high school principalship.  
The new standards emphasize that a building level administrator will: 
collaboratively create a program that supports student success; allow for appropriate 
professional development by connecting curriculum and instruction and evaluating it with 
relevant data; create plans to meet school and district goals while supporting ongoing 
school improvement, including supporting student learning through varied methods with 
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high expectations and rigor by promoting best practices for teaching and learning; 
provide a school that is safe, fiscally sound, and appropriately staffed for student learning 
needs; recognize the needs and diversity of the community and sustain relationships with 
all stakeholders; operate via and enforce ethical behavior; and advocate for school and 
students at community, state, and federal level as needed (National Policy Board for 
Educational Administration, 2011; Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2014). The 
high expectations for high school principals, and the extreme hours that are required to 
meet them, are part of what makes this position so unappealing to women. 
A first step in eliminating the need for crushing hours outside of the school day 
would be for superintendents and school boards to emphasize the role of instructional 
leader for high school principals or to consider the option presented by Eckman and 
Kelber (2010) regarding co-principals. Their idea moves beyond having assistant 
principals. It recognizes the ever-expanding role of high school principals and the toll that 
it takes on their personal lives. The recommendation to split the position into two 
positions, one that exclusively handles instructional leadership and one that exclusively 
handles more managerial aspects of the job, may help to alleviate an obstacle that is in 
the way of so many women who might otherwise pursue the position of high school 
principal. Eckman and Kelber’s (2010) recommended division of the roles may not meet 
the exact needs of each school, but the larger idea of having co-principals is one that 
addresses the needs of both individual principal candidates and the school boards that 
will employ them. This duality of the high school principalship is not always evident in 
job postings, but the managerial expectations and expertise are still sought by school 
boards. Women, knowing that they could attend a finite number of events before 
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receiving anger from disgruntled parents and board members, might be more inclined to 
pursue the position if they knew that it would allow greater balance with their home and 
family commitments.  
For women, the job needs to be more attractive. The position needs to be 
redefined, but it also needs to be more flexible in terms of how and where the job is done. 
Many schools have invested in the idea of online learning for their students, allowing the 
flexibility of 24/7 access to their materials. Women need to be able to cyber-commute to 
work when they have a sick child at home, or when another child is traveling for an 
athletic event. Many study participants mentioned the challenge of wanting to be 
perceived as a team player and not wanting to be seen as doing less than a man would do 
in the role while living up to expectations that, sometimes, the participants set arbitrarily 
for themselves. Allowing this kind of flexibility would allow women to feel that even 
when their primary concern has to be at home, it is not at the expense of their work.  
State and Federal Changes (Balcony) 
 
At the state and federal levels, an extensive review of Title IX needs to occur, 
with each state department of education requesting from each school district a report, 
essentially a SWOT analysis, in which district leaders indicate areas where Title IX 
issues have arisen and how they have handled them, as well as other areas of their 
policies and procedures that might open the district to scrutiny in complying with Title IX 
as it pertains to employees. Similar reports are already filed pertaining to student 
athletics. Usually Title IX is thought of in terms of students, but it also covers employees. 
This employee protection goes unknown to many people (Lewis, Schuster, Sokolow, & 
Swinton, 2013). 
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When the current Speaker of the House, Rep. Paul Ryan, was elected, his 
requirements served as a reminder that family is important, and for everyone’s wellbeing 
should be everyone’s primary concern. Rep. Ryan was only willing to take the position if 
he were guaranteed that he would be able to have weekends at home with his young 
children. He said, “I cannot and will not give up my family time” (Covert, 2015). The 
guarantee that he demanded is not guaranteed to all U.S. workers. Paid time off is not 
guaranteed in the United States, whether it is for a holiday, an illness, a vacation, or a 
new child. Ryan’s voting record would imply that he does not value this luxury for every 
working parent. This situation begs two questions in light of this research. First, if a 
female Congressional representative made this same demand, would she be met with 
scorn? Would the conversation on political news programs circle around the idea that if 
she cannot balance the job and her family, then she should not take the position, and if 
her family time is so important, maybe she should just leave Congress altogether? 
Second, has the time not come to ensure these guarantees for all U.S. workers? Paid 
maternity and paternity leave and sick leave seem to be steps that would help secure U.S. 
families, and they would especially keep women from having to decide between career 
and family. This action, in conjunction with a review and serious conversation at the 
federal level about the Equal Rights Amendment, would set a solid foundation for not 
only female educators who are thinking about the high school principalship, but for all 
working women in all industries, across class, race, sexual orientation, and gender 
identity.  
Revisit All Levels 
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These recommendations are important, but leadership and problem solving are not 
always linear processes. Thus, Heifetz and Linsky (2002) suggested that moving between 
levels is the best way to lead and manage situations. The phenomenon under study here 
has some aspects that seem enduring, such as the socialized belief about women’s role in 
the family and child rearing. Still, the recommendations will take time to implement and 
even longer to become accepted as the norm. During that time, other issues may present 
themselves, which will require this topic be revisited, at which time an analysis from all 
levels will be needed. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 
Other Stakeholders 
 
In the process of completing this research, it became evident that to hear a man’s 
voice would give a better rounded representation of perceptions. It is easy to believe that 
a man may consider administration earlier in his career, or that he might never give a 
second thought to whether taking an administrative job would alter his or his family’s life 
in a negative way, but without asking the question, one cannot be certain.  
Hearing from other stakeholders would also give a deeper understanding of this 
phenomenon. Ultimately, it is the school board, speaking for its constituents, that hires 
the principal. Determining what it is that board members are seeking is important. Does 
the board see the high school principal as an instructional leader or a building manager? 
Perhaps knowing that answer does not change anything except to give more credence to 
the fact that women need to diversify their experiences into the realm of the more 
“masculine” responsibilities.  
Sexual Orientation 
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An interesting and timely direction for this research would be to examine the 
issue of sexual orientation with regard to perceived barriers and supports in pursuing 
administrative positions. As it has become more socially acceptable for homosexual 
educators to be open about their sexuality, more administrators are comfortable being 
“out” in their school community. An investigation of whether homosexual men and 
women are perceived as having different skills and abilities than their heterosexual 
counterparts could be very telling about biological gender vs. socially assigned gender 
norms and expectations. To see if there is a difference in the way in which members of 
the same biological gender are treated when sexuality comes into play would be worth 
pursuing. 
Summary 
 
Too many strong, smart women are moving themselves out of the pipeline to the 
high school principalship. Even when they have the experience and understanding of 
instructional leadership, they remove themselves from the conversation because of the 
high demand for principals’ time outside of the school day and the impact that it has on 
their home life, especially with regard to children.  
 Getting women to care less or men to take on more as it relates to the home and 
family is probably a losing battle; men and women are behaving in the ways society has 
hardwired them. Instead, the conversation needs to refocus on the job and determine what 
is important about the position and why the leadership of a woman who is a 
transformational—willing to work toward consensus and compassionate toward her 
employees—is second to none.  
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Women cannot continue to be the majority of educators but get funneled out as 
both teachers and administrators as the grade level increases (Kim & Brunner, 2009; 
Whitaker & Vogel, 2005). The unspoken presumption that this pattern shows is that as 
the content becomes more challenging for students, it is also more challenging for women 
to teach; as the students get older, and the staff becomes more saturated with men, it is 
harder for women to set the path and lead people down it. It is no longer okay for women 
to continue to be the teachers while men continue to be the leaders, especially in an 
industry that is so dominated by women. 
Society can no longer continue to allow women to, effectively, get pushed out of 
the tiers of upper management because of the pull from home. The U.S. legislative and 
judicial branches must recognize the enormity of untapped resources across industries 
because of the burdens that women carry for their families. The Department of Labor, the 
Department of Health and Human Services, and the Department of Education have to 
collaboratively and systemically resolve this issue. 
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APPENDIX A: CORRESPONDENCE—REQUEST FOR ACCESS TO DISTRICT 
ADMINISTRATORS (SUPERINTENDENTS) 
 
Dear Superintendent: 
 
As a doctoral student at Drexel University, I have been engaging in research on female 
leadership in education. My initial research led me to a more specific area in need of 
attention. Females are noticeably absent from the role of high school principal. One of the 
goals of my research is to determine the supports that are in place for those who pursue 
the high school principal’s position and the factors that keep others from pursuing the 
same position. 
  
I am interested in interviewing female administrators in districts throughout Delaware 
County. In my research I will be interviewing female high school principals, female high 
school assistant principals, and any other female administrators in the district who have 
previously occupied (in any district) the assistant principal’s position at the high school 
level. 
  
With your permission, I would like to contact these women in your district. The 
interviews will be part of a case study about the women who become high school 
principals or aspire to, and the reasons others step off of the path. While the dissertation 
process requires a detailed description of the site and population, pseudonyms will be 
applied for individual participants, school names, and district names. Each participant 
will be asked to sign a statement of informed consent detailing the purpose of the study 
and the participant’s right to rescind participation at any time for any reason without 
repercussion. In appreciation for their participation, participants will have 20% of the cost 
of the PAESSP Women’s Caucus Dinner Reception fee paid by me (if permitted by 
district policy). 
  
The study should occur over a 3 to 6 month period with hopes of beginning in the winter 
of 2015. I am happy to coordinate my interview schedule within any parameters you set. 
If you do not want any research being conducted during the school day, I am able to 
accommodate. Any current clearances that you need will be produced upon your request. 
  
I will be happy to share any data you or the Board of School Directors wish to see. It is 
my hope that the findings may be relevant to continuing to move your district and 
specifically, high school, in a forward direction. 
 
I am greatly appreciative of your willingness to help me better understand this 
phenomenon. Please let me know if you are willing to allow your administrators to 
participate in this study by replying to this email. Additionally, if your district has any 
specific protocols for requesting access to and participation of district employees, please 
let me know those details. If I can answer any questions for you before you make a 
decision, please contact me at 610-XXX-XXXX or via email at XXXXX@drexel.edu. 
  
Sincerely,  
  
Deena Cellini Wasson 
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APPENDIX B: CORRESPONDENCE—REQUEST TO PARTICIPATE IN 
STUDY (FEMALE ADMINISTRATORS) 
 
Dear “Ms./Dr. XXX”: 
 
As a doctoral student at Drexel University, I have been engaging in research on female 
leadership in education. My initial research led me to a more specific area in need of 
attention. Females are noticeably absent from the role of high school principal. One of the 
goals of my research is to determine the supports that are in place for those who pursue 
the high school principal’s position and the factors that keep others from pursuing the 
same position. 
  
I am interested in interviewing female administrators in districts throughout Delaware 
County. In my research I will be interviewing female high school principals, female high 
school assistant principals, and any other female administrators in the district who have 
previously occupied (in any district) the assistant principal’s position at the high school 
level. 
  
Your superintendent has already given permission for me to contact you. If your 
qualifications place you in one of the groups mentioned above, I am asking you to 
participate in my study. The interviews will be part of a case study about the women who 
become high school principals or aspire to, and the reasons others step off of the path. 
While the dissertation process requires a detailed description of the site and population, 
pseudonyms will be applied for individual participants, school names, and district names. 
You will be asked to sign a statement of informed consent detailing the purpose of the 
study and your right to rescind participation at any time for any reason without 
repercussion. In appreciation for your participation, participants will have 20% of the cost 
of the PAESSP Women’s Caucus Dinner Reception fee paid (if permitted by district 
policy). 
  
The study should occur over a 3 to 6 month period with hopes of beginning in the winter 
of 2015, though your individual interview should not last more than an hour. I will also 
provide you with the questions I intend to ask prior to the scheduled date. I am happy to 
coordinate my interview schedule within any parameters set by you and/or your 
superintendent. If you do not want any research being conducted during the school day, I 
am able to accommodate. Any current clearances that you need will be produced upon 
your request. 
  
I am greatly appreciative of your willingness to help me better understand this 
phenomenon. Please let me know if you are willing to participate in this study by 
responding to this email. If I can answer any questions for you before you make a 
decision, please contact me at 610-XXX-XXXX or via email at XXXXX@drexel.edu. 
  
Sincerely,  
  
Deena Cellini Wasson 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR CURRENT HIGH SCHOOL 
PRINCIPALS 
  
Thank you so much for participating in the interview today. My name is Deena 
Cellini Wasson and I am a Drexel University Ed.D. candidate. I am currently working on 
my dissertation. My dissertation study will look at the underrepresentation of women in 
the high school principalship and the reasons for that.  
 Specifically, I want to discuss the support you have had in attaining the position 
and what obstacles you encountered along the way.  
 Over the next 45 to 60 minutes I will solicit your opinions about these topics. 
During the interview I may ask for clarity to ensure I correctly capture exactly what you 
state. I will also be audio taping the session so that I can record everything you say so 
that this session can be transcribed.  
 If anytime after this interview, you decide you wish to be excluded from the 
study, you may do so by contacting me via email at XXXXX@drexel.edu. 
 Do you have any questions regarding anything I said? If not the interview will 
begin now. 
 
1. Please share with me your personal background. 
 
2. Please discuss your educational background and previous positions to this one. 
 
3. If relevant, what motivated you to move here from your previous position and/or 
district? 
 
4. If relevant, did you feel there were possibilities there to become high school 
principal? Why/Why not? 
 
5. Which of the previous positions would you consider the best steppingstones to this 
position and why? 
 
6. What qualities do you believe have helped you be successful in this position? 
 
7. Please describe any barriers you encountered while pursuing a high school principal’s 
position. 
 
8. What or who have been your greatest supports in obtaining and maintaining this 
position? 
 
9. Do you see a difference in the way you have been treated by staff, students, parents, 
board, other HS principals, based on gender? If so, please explain. 
 
10. If relevant, has that changed over time? 
 
11. How do you prioritize the balance of home and work with family in your current 
position? 
 
12. What have the personal trade-offs been to have the career you have? 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR CURRENT FEMALE HIGH 
SCHOOL ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS 
 
Thank you so much for participating in the interview today. My name is Deena 
Cellini Wasson and I am a Drexel University Ed.D. candidate. I am currently working on 
my dissertation. My dissertation study will look at the underrepresentation of women in 
the high school principalship and the reasons for that.  
 Specifically, I want to discuss your current position and your aspirations for the 
future with regard to the high school principalship, especially the choices you have made 
as well as the supports and barriers you have encountered along the way.  
 Over the next 45 to 60 minutes I will solicit your opinions about these topics. 
During the interview I may ask for clarity to ensure I correctly capture exactly what you 
state. I will also be audio taping the session so that I can record everything you say so 
that this session can be transcribed.  
 If anytime after this interview, you decide you wish to be excluded from the 
study, you may do so by contacting me via email at XXXXX@drexel.edu. 
 Do you have any questions regarding anything I said? If not the interview will 
begin now. 
 
1. Please share with me your personal background. 
 
2. Please discuss your educational background and previous positions to this one. 
 
3. If relevant, what motivated you to move here from your previous position and/or 
district? 
 
4. If relevant, did you feel there were possibilities for promotion there? Why/Why not? 
 
5. Do you see a difference in the way you have been treated by staff, students, parents, 
board, and other administrators, based on gender? If so, please explain. 
 
6. What has hindered you most in this position? In getting this position? 
 
7. What roles and experiences have you had that you would consider the best 
steppingstones to this position and why? 
 
8. The next logical position would be high school principal. If you don’t plan to pursue 
this position, why?  
 
9. Please describe any barriers you perceive to becoming a high school principal. 
 
10. What or who have been your greatest supports in obtaining and maintaining your 
administrative role? 
 
11. What have the trade-offs been to have the career you have or the career you want? 
 
12. How has your ability to balance home and work with family impacted your decision 
to pursue or not pursue the high school principalship? 
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ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS 
 
Thank you so much for participating in the interview today. My name is Deena 
Cellini Wasson and I am a Drexel University Ed.D. candidate. I am currently working on 
my dissertation. My dissertation study will look at the underrepresentation of women in 
the high school principalship and the reasons for that. Specifically, I want to discuss your 
current position and the reason(s) you left the pathway to the high school principalship. 
 Over the next 45 to 60 minutes I will solicit your opinions about these topics. 
During the interview I may ask for clarity to ensure I correctly capture exactly what you 
state. I will also be audio taping the session so that I can record everything you say so 
that this session can be transcribed.  
 If anytime after this interview, you decide you wish to be excluded from the 
study, you may do so by contacting me via email at XXXXX@drexel.edu. 
 Do you have any questions regarding anything I said? If not the interview will 
begin now. 
 
1. Please share with me your personal background. 
 
2. Please discuss your educational background and previous positions to this one. 
 
3. What motivated you to move here from your previous position and/or district? 
 
4. Did you feel there were realistic possibilities there to become high school principal? 
Why/Why not? 
 
5. Was the culture in that previous school one that would have supported you as a 
female high school principal? 
 
6. Have you wanted and/or applied for high school principal’s positions? 
 
7. Why did you decide to pursue a different administrative position? 
 
8. In your role as high school assistant principal, did you see a difference in the way you 
were been treated by staff, students, parents, board, other HS principals, based on 
gender? If so, please explain. 
 
9. If relevant, did that change over time? 
 
10. What or who were your greatest supports in obtaining and maintaining your role as 
assistant principal and your pursuits of the principalship if applicable? 
 
11. If applicable, please describe any barriers you encountered in pursuing the high 
school principalship. 
 
12. How much did the balancing of home and family with work impact your decision to 
leave the high school and specifically to leave the track to high school principal? 
